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Disclosure of information is a critical element of any child interviewing 
situation, yet, is often delayed, or never happens at all, leading to downstream mental 
health concerns (Cross & Hershkowitz, 2017). Research has shown that children 
interviewed using empirically supported interview protocols generally benefit from a 
supportive interview environment (Hershkowitz, Lamb, & Katz, 2014). Yet, only a 
paucity of studies have focused on supportive interviewing and children’s propensity to 
disclose information (Imhoff & Baker-Ward, 1999; Hershkowitz, 2009; Hershkowitz et 
al., 2014). 
While there has been substantial research into supportive interviewer 
behaviours, notably the provision of social support and facilitation of good rapport, a 
review of the literature (Chapter 5 herein) found that there is conceptual and operational 
overlap when these two constructs are studied. Furthermore, research methodology has 
been inconsistent. This review demonstrated a need for research which provides a 
clearer understanding, and delineation, of interviewer support and rapport. Furthermore, 
this review revealed the need for clarification of the conditions required for certain 
types of children to disclose information as well as a refined understanding of the way 
different children interact with interviewer behaviours. This thesis aimed to address this 
need and extend the research on best-practice techniques for interviewing children. 
Three original studies are presented in this thesis. The first study aimed to 
explore the effects of interviewer supportiveness in interviews that employ 
predominantly open-ended questions. A sample of children (N = 169) aged 5-to 9- 
years-old participated in an event where an adult confederate broke some rules. 
Three to four days after the event, children were interviewed by either a 




what details they would reveal about the event. Children’s responses were coded with 
respect to the amount of detail provided and the number of adult transgressions 
revealed. Although our findings suggested that interviewer supportive behaviours were 
non-significant in terms of facilitating child disclosure, there was strong evidence for 
open questions as a positive determinant. A high proportion of open questions, for 
children aged above 6 years, 7 months, were highly predictive of increased disclosure of 
sensitive information. Results suggested that while interviewers may want to remain 
supportive for the overall wellbeing of the child, they would do well to consider child 
age and question type to enhance the likelihood of disclosure. This paper is yet to be 
published due to ethical considerations with regard to another paper that is currently 
under review. 
Based on the first study finding no relationship between interviewer support and 
child disclosure, the second study examined rapport development and maintenance and 
the impact this had on child disclosure. Interviewers and children (N = 123) aged 5- to 
9-years-old were observed during an interview (about adult wrongdoing) where 
interviewers either utilised supportive behaviours or deliberately omitted them. 
Nonverbal behaviours (expressivity, attention, and coordination) indicative of rapport 
were coded at set time points throughout the interview. 
Although our findings suggested that supportive interviewer behaviours led to 
less optimal child nonverbal behaviour, there was strong evidence for nonverbal rapport 
as a positive determinant. Neither interviewer nor child nonverbal behaviour was 
predictive of child disclosure. The naturally occurring interviewer rapport behaviours 
that developed throughout the interview were more predictive of optimal behaviours in 
children than interviewers behaving in a prescriptive supportive way. Interviewers may 




environment. This paper has been accepted for publication in the Journal of Nonverbal 
Behavior. 
Findings from the first and second studies showed that interviewer support and 
rapport behaviour had minimal impact on children’s disclosure tendencies. 
Therefore, it raises questions as to what child factors may be interacting with 
interviewer behaviours to impact children’s propensity to disclose adult wrongdoing. 
The third study aimed to determine the roles of supportive interviewing and child 
individual differences, notably temperament and attribution of blame, in relation to 
child disclosure of adult wrongdoing. Children (N = 132) aged 5- to 9-years-old were 
interviewed by either a supportive or neutral interviewer about an event they 
participated in where adult wrongdoing occurred. The number of transgressions children 
reported and the rapidity of their first disclosure (i.e., a lower number of interviewer 
prompts were required) were coded. Children’s temperament was recorded by teachers 
using the Teacher Temperament Questionnaire (Keogh, Pullis, & Caldwell, 1982). 
While interviewer support behaviours did not predict children’s disclosure tendencies, 
child temperament factors were related. Specifically, children’s disclosure tendencies 
were predicted by how socially flexible and task oriented they were, and how they 
communicated blame for the wrongdoing. Additionally, interviewer’s questioning 
behaviour was impacted by children’s level of reactivity. The interplay between adult 
and child behaviours in the interview process is critical to facilitate children’s 
disclosure. Ideally, the support provided by an interviewer, as well as attention to 
individual child characteristics, would act to enhance the goodness of fit (Thomas & 
Chess, 1977) between interviewers and children, and maximize children’s interview 
performance. 




research in child interviewing as well as practitioners who, in their work with children, 
require them to talk about sensitive information. While current child interviewing 
protocols are well supported and empirically sound, researchers are constantly seeking 
to improve methods that interviewers use to facilitate children’s disclosure. This thesis 
offers some clarity surrounding interviewers’ behaviour and children’s individual 
characteristics that increase the likelihood of children’s propensity to disclose. While 
further research is required, this thesis provides clarification about the conceptualisation 
and operationalisation of the concepts of interviewer support and rapport and the impact 
these interviewer behaviours have on children’s interview behaviour, notably children’s 
disclosure tendencies. It also highlights the importance of children’s individual 
differences, particularly child temperament and age, and the interplay between these and 
interviewer behaviours. While additional research on these topics is warranted, the 
recommendations from this thesis broaden the scope for the way current interviewing 
protocols are viewed. 
 1 
Chapter 1 : Introduction 
Disclosure of sensitive information has been seen as a crucial aspect of any 
therapeutic interview and assessment since the early twentieth century (Farber, Berano, 
& Capobianco, 2004).  Client disclosure of information that is often sensitive and 
traumatic is critical to inform ongoing, meaningful therapeutic intervention (Farber & 
Hall, 2002). Yet, among particularly vulnerable people (e.g. victims of child trauma) 
disclosure is often delayed by years, or never happens at all, having deleterious effects 
on ongoing mental health (Easton, 2013). Early disclosure is preferred and has been 
shown to lead to intervention by trusted adults, better access to clinical treatment 
services and enhanced social support (Cross & Hershkowitz, 2017; Easton, 2013). An 
interview is one method commonly used to allow clinicians to elicit information and 
gain an intimate understanding of a person’s subjective experience (Poole, 2016). To 
conduct more effective interviews and accurately evaluate a person’s cognitive and 
emotional needs at the time of disclosure, factors underlying disclosure patterns and 
propensity to disclose must be clarified. Uncovering these pathways is critical to ensure 
effective interview practice and influential for future policy development (Collin-
Vezina, De La Sablonniere- Griffin, Palmer, & Milne, 2015). 
High quality interviews are critical to facilitate accurate and detailed disclosures 
by an interviewee (Lamb, Hershkowitz, Orbach, & Esplin, 2008). Empirically evaluated 
protocols (such as the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development 
[NICHD] Protocol; Lamb, Brown, Hershkowitz, Orbach, & Esplin, 2018) have been 
developed in the forensic interviewing field, and these may provide some guidance with 
respect to the creation of guidelines for clinicians. However, until very recently, the 
protocols have mostly emphasised cognitive factors contributing to memory retrieval 




on supportive behaviours (i.e., manipulated behaviour by an interviewer including; 
nodding, smiling, eye contact, procedural praise etc.) and a specific initial rapport 
building phase; both practices have the goal of facilitating a strong relationship between 
the interviewer and the interviewee (Hershkowitz, Lamb, Katz, & Malloy, 2015; Lewy, 
Cyr, & Dion, 2015). It is consistently recognised that people interviewed in this optimal 
environment may be more reliable and accurate informers (Hershkowitz, Lamb, & Katz, 
2014), and have a more pleasurable interview experience (Almerigogna, Ost, Bull, & 
Akehurst, 2007; Bottoms, Quas, & Davis, 2007). 
While interviewers recognise the role they play in establishing a high quality 
interview, their behaviours are not always conducive to supporting this (Malloy, 
Brubacher, & Lamb, 2013). Often interviewers overuse specific and complex questions 
(e.g. ‘wh’ and double-barrelled questions), speak up to three times as often as the 
interviewee (Brubacher, Powell, Skouteris, & Guadagno, 2014) and fail to offer 
supportive responses to reluctance (Ahern, Hershkowitz, Lamb, Blasbalg, & 
Winstanley, 2014). This form of interviewing is problematic when aiming to facilitate 
memory retrieval and elicit disclosures from an interviewee. Additionally, the view that 
rapport is something that sits at the beginning of the interview is problematic as it 
overlooks the fact that rapport is a more naturally occurring construct that will ebb and 
flow as the interview progresses (Bernieri, 2005).  
While it is critical that interviewers provide an optimal interview environment to 
facilitate disclosure, understanding individual characteristics of the interviewee is also 
pivotal to the disclosure process (Bottoms et al., 2007). Surprisingly, the impact of 
individual characteristics on the propensity to disclose is limited in both the forensic and 
clinical literature. The unfamiliar conversational interview setting heightens the 




production and reception) abilities, and can heighten anxieties and arousal that affects 
the likelihood of disclosure by the interviewee (Brown et al., 2013; Lamb et al., 2008). 
Individual personality traits of an interviewee may interact variably with the 
interviewer’s behaviour and impact the relationship between the pair as well as the 
overall effectiveness of the interview (Bottoms et al., 2007). Additionally, case 
characteristics such as age and gender can affect the interviewee’s level of engagement 
and attitude towards the interview process thus impacting disclosure rates (London, 
Bruck, Wright, & Ceci, 2008). Given these findings, children prove to be a particularly 
complex group to interview (Poole, 2016). 
A child’s immature cognitive abilities and communication skills may render 
him/her ill equipped to independently deliver an accurate, detailed disclosure (Ahern et 
al., 2014; Golden, 2010; Saywitz, Esplin, & Romanoff, 2007). Additionally, a child’s 
social and emotional understandings and experiences of the world may leave him/her 
blind to the recognition of the need to disclose (Ahern et al., 2014). Yet, the benefits of 
understanding disclosure patterns by children are immense (Malloy, 2011). Early 
disclosure by children facilitates the opportunity to engage in supportive intervention 
(e.g., mental health and child protection services; Cross & Hershkowitz, 2017) which 
may circumvent downstream mental health concerns (Easton, 2013). 
It is necessary for clinicians working with children with sensitive disclosures to 
also consider the legal system – they are often intricately linked. In Australia and many 
countries around the world (e.g. Canada, United States of America, & Ireland) 
clinicians are bound by mandated reporting procedures that require them to alert 
authorities when a child discloses any instance of abuse. A clinician cannot operate 
outside of these guidelines. Yet, literature evaluating clinical interviewing has long been 




very little evaluation of disclosure patterns and how to elicit forensically relevant details 
has occurred. 
The current thesis aimed to address these concerns and add to research on best-
practice interviewing of children to facilitate disclosure of sensitive information. Three 
research papers were prepared that focused on interviewer and child behaviours during 
interviews and the relationship that exists with disclosure of information. The first 
paper, presented in Chapter 6, attempted to determine the nature of the relationship 
between interviewer behaviours (supportive gestures and question type) and child 
disclosure of adult wrongdoing. Children were interviewed to ascertain what details 
they would reveal following an innocuous event where wrongdoing occurred. Child 
disclosure patterns in relation to interviewer support and open-ended questioning were 
analysed. The second paper, presented in Chapter 7, explored interviewers’ and 
children’s non-verbal behaviours for indicators of rapport development and 
maintenance. Children’s individual rapport experience was explored by observing the 
temporal trajectory of child nonverbal behaviour throughout the interview. Furthermore, 
interviewer behaviours were examined to determine whether children’s nonverbal 
behaviour varied as a function of supportive or neutral interviewer behaviour. The third 
paper, presented in Chapter 8, examined interviewer support and child individual 
differences (age, temperament, and children’s attribution of responsibility tendencies) in 
relation to child disclosure of information. Teachers were asked to rate children’s 
temperament as well as provide predictions about whether they thought the children 
would disclose information. 
The current thesis is structured in the following manner: Chapter 2 provides a 
foundation for the conceptualisation of disclosure, including a review of the identified 




factors that underlie the propensity to disclose, it is important to have a clear 
understanding of what disclosure entails. Chapter 3 outlines the specific complexities 
when talking to children. This literature provides insight into the developmental 
considerations of children that an interviewer must be aware of including their; 
cognitive ability, communicative competence, social aptitude, and emotional 
development. This chapter also provides a discussion about children who are resistant or 
reluctant to disclose information. It is important to consider children’s individual 
differences in relation to their potential interview performance. Chapter 4 extends this 
discussion and reviews the literature on individual child and case characteristics that 
may impact disclosure. This body of research reveals the importance of understanding 
how children’s individual factors interact with interview dynamics and interviewer 
behaviour to inhibit or promote disclosure by children. Chapter 5 examines the types of 
interviewer behaviours that are influential on children’s propensity to disclose 
information. Specifically, it provides a review and analysis of the child interviewing 
literature about interviewer behaviours, notably, interviewer support and rapport, and 
how the two factors facilitate more effective interview performance by children. This 
chapter also provides a conclusion and rationale for the design of this thesis. Chapters 6, 
7 and 8 present the three papers (one per chapter). The final chapter (Chapter 9) then 
provides an overall discussion of the thesis’ main findings, including implications of 




Chapter 2 : Disclosure of Sensitive Information 
It is widely supported that disclosure can be a cathartic experience that allows a 
person the opportunity to make meaning of, and re-evaluate, sensitive or traumatic 
events. Mental health practitioners believe disclosure to be a critical part of the healing 
experience; assisting development of self-awareness and identity formation and often 
leaving a person feeling validated (Farber, Khurgin-Bott, & Feldman, 2009).  However, 
these beliefs require further depth and an understanding that overall mental health 
outcomes are actually influenced by specific disclosure components such as; timing, 
length of delay after the event and dimensions of a supportive response to the 
disclosure, not just disclosure in general (Easton, 2013). Therefore, it is critical for 
researchers to have an intimate knowledge of specific disclosure patterns and for the 
literature to adopt a consistent approach to conceptualisation. 
2.1 Conceptualising Disclosure 
Most of the literature presents disclosure as a single occurrence where there is a 
moment that the interviewee reveals important information (Reitsema & Grietens, 
2016). However, disclosure is rarely that straightforward. More often, it is an ongoing 
process that can take the form of incremental verbal and behavioural expressions and 
indicators across an interview or even across a lifespan (Allnock & Miller, 2013; 
Jensen, Gulbrandsen, Mossige, Reichelt, & Tjersland, 2005). The ongoing and 
incremental nature of disclosure has been mostly overlooked in extant research. 
Another aspect of disclosure that has been simplified in much of the literature is 
its dialogical nature. It is not a unidirectional process. Disclosure is facilitated when a 
person has a purpose and an opportunity to talk within a context that involves privacy 
where the confidant is someone with whom the interviewee has a connection or shared 




disclosing information will receive, process, evaluate and react to information based on 
how the confidant is responding to them (Staller & Nelson- Gardell, 2005). Even during 
the early stages of an interview, an interviewee may be gathering information about 
how the interviewer responds to them and base their likelihood of future disclosure on 
this response (McElvaney, Greene, & Hogan, 2011; Staller & Nelson-Gardell, 2005). 
Future research paradigms would do well to consider the incremental, interactional and 
relational nature of disclosure when conceptualising and evaluating this process 
(Brazelton, 2015; Easton, 2013; Hershkowitz, Lanes, & Lamb, 2007; Reitsema & 
Grietens, 2016). 
2.2 Barriers to Disclosure 
Much of the extant literature has centred on factors that impede disclosure. 
Collin-Vezina et al. (2015) synthesised these findings and identified three over- 
arching categories; 1) Barriers from within, incorporating internalized self-blaming and 
mechanisms to protect oneself (Hershkowitz et al., 2007; Schaeffer, Leventhal, & 
Asnes, 2011); 2) Barriers in relation to others, including perpetuated abuse/violence, 
protection of loved ones (Kogan, 2004; Paine & Hansen, 2002), and the perceived 
consequences of disclosing (Goodman-Brown, Edelstein, Goodman, Jones, & Gordon, 
2003; Malloy et al., 2013), and; 3) Barriers in relation to the social world, relating to 
labelling, services available, and cultural factors. Further studies elucidated similar 
findings, identifying significant barriers to disclosure such as; perceived embarrassment, 
self-shaming, expectations of being blamed or disbelieved, fear of increased harm 
afterward, concerns over consequences of disclosing and motivational factors in general 
(Ahern et al., 2014). 
While it is important that interviewers have an understanding of factors that 




underlie the propensity for a person to disclose (Collin-Vezina et al., 2015). 
2.3 Response to Disclosure 
Given the interpersonal aspect of disclosure, characteristics of the interviewer 
are critical to the decision of the client about whether or not to tell (Malloy, Brubacher, 
& Lamb, 2013). The perception of how good a listener the interviewer is and how 
trustworthy they are, have been posited as two key decisional influences for the 
interviewee (Malloy et al., 2013). Moreover, the quality of the interviewer’s response to 
any disclosure is vital. In fact, determining whether early disclosure is helpful may rest 
heavily on the quality of the response given to the information (Easton, 2013). A 
supportive, positive, empathic response where the discloser is believed is critical to 
encourage a sustained interaction where further disclosure is possible (Easton, 2013; 
Sparling, Wilder, Kondash, Boyle, & Compton, 2011). This has consequences for 
interviewers and deems the response to client disclosure a key ingredient in an ongoing 
positive working relationship. 
When talking with children, the interviewer’s response is even more vital. 
Children are more fragile and require increased support and understanding 
(Lewy et al., 2015). Unlike adults, it is thought that children attempt to transfer the 
responsibility and burden they carry by withholding information, to a person they deem 
capable of helping them reach a solution (Reitsema & Grietens, 2016). Despite this 
knowledge, Cossar and colleagues (2013) found that many children who tried to 
disclose received no response or the disclosure went unheard. This is problematic for a 
child’s wellbeing and their willingness to disclose subsequent information. Uncovering 
factors that enhance and support incremental, detailed disclosure by children is critical. 
 9 
Chapter 3 : Talking with Children 
There are many specific complexities involved when interviewing children that 
are vital to understand in order to provide successful interactions between the adult and 
child (Poole, 2016). First and foremost, children are equipped with many expectations 
regarding discussions with adults. Generally, a child will expect an adult to direct the 
conversation and to already know the answer to any question they ask. This primed idea 
of ‘adult-child conversation’ has been built into children’s language progression from 
an early age and can render children unwilling or apathetic contributors in a 
conversation (Golden, 2010). Most children will not construct a narrative about a past 
event until the age of 3 years. For several years onward, the content and structure of 
their experience is heavily directed by adult questioning, interjection, and suggestive 
prompts (e.g. asking about things the child has not previously mentioned; Wang, 
Nickels, Nation & Castles, 2013). This type of modelling is critical to their development 
by way of teaching children how to structure and express language and emotions. 
However, in a professional domain where interviewers are encouraging a child to 
construct narratives about a personal experience, this exposure may be detrimental, 
increasing the risk that the child will speculate, misinterpret questions, confabulate and 
answer falsely (Poole, 2016). It is imperative that interviewers understand appropriate 
question types and prompts that assist a child’s memory recall (Brubacher et al., 2014). 
Memory recall of emotional events for children can sometimes be challenging. 
Assisting children to access these memories is critical to understanding their subjective 
experience and subsequent cognitive and emotional needs (Golden, 2010). Interviews 
that are conducted with children using an open-ended questioning style have been more 
successful at eliciting information and assisting memory retrieval (Brubacher et al., 




“What else happened?”) that invite the child to talk freely about a topic are critical to 
allow them the opportunity to develop their own narratives. Silences should be filled 
with minimal encouragers (e.g. “mmm-hmm” or “OK”) by the interviewer, rather than 
additional questions, to give the child the time to come up with more information and 
direct the conversation. Focused questions (e.g. “Where were you when that 
happened?”) and suggestive questions (e.g. “Tell me about the fight” when the child had 
not mentioned a fight occurring) can be problematic as they are very interviewer 
directed, disempowering the child and encouraging them to speculate on details 
(Brubacher et al., 2014). Effective questioning is a critical aspect for the interviewer to 
employ when talking with children, however, given the rapidly changing developmental 
stages of a child, there are many other vital elements that need to be understood. 
Children have many cognitive and language limitations that must be understood 
by interviewers to increase the likelihood of disclosure (Lyon et al., 2014; Powell & 
Barnett, 2015). Pronunciation and comprehension of challenging words, use of temporal 
terms and knowledge of abstract concepts all need careful consideration in a child 
interview (Poole, 2016). In these instances, children often require guidance from the 
interviewer, which can result in problematic interviewing behaviours, such as use of 
leading and coercive questions (e.g. suggestive questions). In a professional interview 
environment, children may not be able to perform communication skills as effectively 
as in their everyday environments. This is an added challenge for interviewers of 
children (Poole, 2016). Hence, it is vital that interviewers are aware of a child’s 
developmental language abilities and looking for markers of difficulties in the initial 
stages of an interview (Golden, 2010; Hershkowitz et al., 2006). 
In addition to cognitive and communicative abilities, social aptitude and 




that also nurture the social and emotional wellbeing of the child must be considered 
critical (Hershkowitz, 2009). These include; 1) orienting the child and positioning both 
parties within the interview context, 2) conveying sincerity from the interviewer, 3) 
providing ground rules and expectations (e.g. that the child will tell the truth) in order to 
orient the child to interview conventions, and 4) establishing rapport at the outset of the 
interview and maintaining this through the use of supportive behaviours allowing the 
child to feel comforted and reducing their distress (Ahern et al., 2014; Hershkowitz et 
al., 2015; Lamb et al., 2008; Saywitz & Dorado, 2013). Interview protocols such as the 
NICHD (Lamb et al., 2018) advocate for the inclusion of these interview stages to 
maximise disclosure of information by children. 
Being knowledgeable about young people and their cognitive abilities and 
constraints assists the clinician in conducting an effective interview. In particular, 
enhanced interview practices are important when talking with children who are reluctant 
disclosers (Hershkowitz et al., 2006). 
3.1  Talking with Reluctant or Reticent Children 
Interviews in a clinical or forensic setting demand a level of honesty, openness, 
and effort from children that is unusual in their general interactions with strangers. 
Often unfamiliar interviewers have to gain trust and cooperation from children who 
typically speak with just family, friends and teachers, particularly in terms of sensitive 
and distressing topics (Poole, 2016). Therefore, it is not surprising that many are 
reticent, anxious, or reluctant. Reluctant children have been found to disclose less 
frequently and in less detail than non-reluctant children (Orbach, Shiloach, & Lamb, 
2007) and display behaviours that impede the interview process (e.g. they can be 
uncooperative, withdrawn or insolent). Recognising early signs of reluctance from a 




(Hershkowitz et al., 2006; Lewy et al., 2015; Orbach et al., 2007). 
Orbach, Shiloach, and Lamb (2007) suggested the possibility that reluctant 
children behave differently from non-reluctant children even prior to sensitive topics 
surfacing in an interview. A recent field study by Katz and colleagues (2012) added 
further support to this suggestion when they found that children reluctant to disclose 
expressed resistance in the preliminary stages of the interview. Detection of these early 
cues by the interviewer is critical and increased supportive effort should be made at 
these early stages to discern and attend to reluctance before interview dynamics emerge 
and are difficult to alter (Hershkowitz et al., 2006). A field study by Blasbalg, 
Hershkowitz, and Karni-Visel (2018a) provided further support for this finding that 
support can effectively address children’s reluctance, resulting in increased 
informativeness. Thus, it is vital for clinicians to learn how to best respond in a 
supportive, encouraging manner to assist cooperativeness and facilitate self-disclosure 
(Hershkowitz et al., 2006; Lewy et al., 2015). 
Katz et al (2012) found that reluctant children circumvented initial attempts by 
the interviewer to establish rapport and the child’s reluctance became more substantial 
as the interview progressed. This snowball effect was attributed to the dynamic nature 
of the conversation and the interviewers’ continued negative reactions that neglected the 
emotional needs of the child, leading to increased reticence and reduced disclosure. 
Within the literature, the dialogical and social nature of an interview is often overlooked 
(Saywitz, Larson, Hobbs, & Wells, 2015). Interviewers must be aware of the bi-
directional effects of behaviours of not only themselves, but also the child. The impact 
of interviewer and child behaviours needs to be better understood. 
The need for establishing rapport and providing emotional support to reluctant 




Katz et al., 2012; Lewy et al., 2015; Orbach et al., 2007; Ruddock, 2006; Wood, Orsak, 
Murphy, & Cross, 1996). However, many individual child characteristics that are 
beyond an interviewer’s control may also influence a child’s interview performance. 
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Chapter 4 : Child and Case Characteristics and Disclosure 
An emerging theme in the disclosure literature relates to individual differences 
in child and case characteristics that underlie the propensity to reveal sensitive 
information (Alaggia, 2004; Goodman-Brown et al., 2003; Kogan, 2004; Paine & 
Hansen, 2002). This body of research reveals the importance of understanding how 
individual factors interact with interview dynamics and interviewer behaviour to inhibit 
or promote disclosure by children. A child’s gender, age and behavioural style as well 
as the nature of the information to be disclosed and perceivable implications of 
disclosure have all been identified as influential factors (Easton, 2013; Goodman-Brown 
et al., 2003; Kogan, 2004; Paine & Hansen, 2002). 
4.1 Gender 
It is generally accepted that gender may impact disclosure, with many studies 
supporting the fact that males are more reluctant to share sensitive information than 
females (Ghetti & Goodman, 2001). A review of studies on the issue of gender and 
disclosure provided further weight to this argument, positing that girls disclose more 
frequently than boys (Tang, Freyd, & Wang, 2007). However, it has been suggested that 
although girls disclose more frequently than boys, once boys disclose they generally 
provide as much detail as girls (DeVoe & Faller, 1999). Interestingly, a study by 
Hershkowitz and colleagues (2005) posited that implication of family members in 
disclosure of physical and/or sexual abuse may be a moderating factor, with boys less 
likely to disclose than girls if a parent was implicated. With this in mind, it may not be 
the case that gender alone has a direct relationship with disclosure and that if studied in 
combination with other child and case characteristics (e.g. age, temperament and nature 
of the information to be disclosed), it may paint a more complex picture. 
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4.2 Age 
The relationship between the age of an interviewee and propensity to disclose 
has been studied extensively. Several researchers have found that younger children are 
less likely to disclose sensitive information than older children (e.g., Hershkowitz, 
Horowitz, & Lamb, 2005; Leach, Powell, & Sharman, 2016). Moreover, London and 
colleagues (2005) suggested that child disclosure follows a bell curve. They found 
increases in disclosure as children moved towards elementary school age followed by a 
reduction as they approach their teenage years (London, Bruck, Ceci, & Shuman, 2005). 
It is hypothesised that this reduction in disclosure may be due to their increased 
understanding of the consequences of telling. This notion is supported by others who 
proposed that if pre-schoolers do disclose it is probably accidental or unintentional 
(Campis, Hebden-Curtis, & Demaso, 1993) or due to a lack of understanding about 
consequences or wrongdoing (Goodman- Brown, Edelstein, Goodman, Jones, & 
Gordon, 2003). These findings suggest that child age cannot be evaluated without 
keeping in mind other influential factors. 
The filial dependency model (Malloy, Lyon, & Quas, 2007) suggests that 
children will be less likely to disclose and/or more likely to recant if one or more of the 
following are true: 1) young age, 2) the suspect is a family member, and 3) if they do 
not expect to be believed. Generally speaking, older children, and children disclosing 
about a stranger should, on the whole, be more likely to disclose than younger children 
and those reporting about a family member. Yet, older children are better able than 
younger ones to anticipate the consequences of their disclosure (Malloy, Brubacher, & 
Lamb, 2011) leading them to be more wary of getting wrongdoers into trouble. Given 
the intricate associations between age and other variables, it is imperative that a child’s 




developmental change is rapid both cognitively and emotionally. These findings 
emphasise the complications that surround definitive causation in regards to age and 
disclosure. The interaction between case and child characteristics is a more likely 
explanation when viewing influential factors on disclosure rates and requires further 
exploration. 
4.3 Nature of the Relationship 
A critical factor that has been posited to influence disclosure is the nature of the 
relationship between the child and other parties that may be implicated by the disclosure 
(Goodman-Brown et al., 2003; Hershkowitz et al., 2006; McElvaney, Greene, & Hogan, 
2013; Ullman, 2007). Children were found to be less likely to disclose when they felt a 
family member would be impacted by the sharing of information (Goodman-Brown et 
al., 2003). This may be due to attachment issues and a child’s need to protect their 
family unit (Jensen et al., 2005; Kogan, 2004; Malloy, Lyon, & Quas, 2007; Paine & 
Hansen, 2002). Older children were particularly susceptible to the need to protect 
family members and more aware of the cost of a significant disclosure. Subsequently 
older children were less likely to share sensitive information about a family member and 
more willing to disclose about a stranger than younger children (Malloy, 2013). 
4.4 Temperament 
Child temperament reflects biologically based individual difference in 
emotional, motor and attentional reactivity to stimulation and its regulation (Bell, 
Kraywitz, & Diaz, 2013). According to Thomas and Chess (1977), children vary on 
nine dimensions of temperament. These include activity level, reactivity, distractibility, 
approach or withdrawal, social flexibility, intensity of reaction, sensitivity thresholds, 
mood, and task orientation. These aspects of child temperament have been shown to 




which others (i.e., adults) respond to them (Thomas & Chess, 1977).  
Given the centrality of temperament to child development, it cannot be overlooked 
when evaluating a child’s interview performance and propensity to disclose. However, 
researchers exploring temperament and interview performance have mostly viewed 
temperament as a secondary construct of interest; the primary focus was on children’s 
recall, and/or suggestibility (Bell et al., 2013; Klemfuss & Olaguez, 2018). Many 
researchers have studied these associations, but only few found significant results: 
Roebers and Schneider (2001) found a negative association between shyness and 
accuracy of recall; likewise, Chae and Ceci (2005) uncovered a negative relationship 
between shyness and recognition memory; Burgwyn-Bailes and colleagues (2001) 
discovered a relationship between social avoidance and increased suggestibility. Others 
have suggested links between increased adaptability and free recall (e.g., Gordon et al., 
1993). Shyness, social avoidance and adaptability are all dimensions of Social 
Flexibility. 
At the heart of the child temperament literature is the concept goodness of fit 
(Thomas & Chess, 1977), which emphasises the importance of considering a child’s 
temperament within the demands of the social environment.  For example, if a child’s 
personality or behavioural style fits the environment then positive adjustment and 
interactions are expected and vice versa (Oates & Stevenson, 2005). Fit extends to 
persons’ behaviour and expectations with whom the child is interacting, such as an 
interviewer. Gilstrap and Papierno (2004) found that interviewers asked a higher 
proportion of leading questions (i.e., introducing information the child had not 
mentioned previously) to children who had higher levels of shyness and anxiety, and 
lower social competence. Moreover, they found that the relationship between children’s 




acquiescence) was mediated by interviewer questioning behaviour. Despite this 
knowledge, only a paucity of child interviewing studies have considered child 
temperament to be a factor related to their interview performance. 
While it is still widely accepted that child characteristics are influential in 
facilitating disclosure, the interrelationship between interviewer behaviour and child 
and case characteristics must be considered crucial given the disclosure process is, at its 
core, dyadic in nature (Reitsema & Grietens, 2016). Consideration of the interviewer 
and the interactional and relational aspects of the interview is a must. Therefore, the 
focus of this review turns to interviewer behaviours and the quality of interaction 




Chapter 5 : Interviewer Behaviours and Disclosure 
5.1 Interviewer Support 
Interviewer demeanour, in particular social support, is thought to facilitate an 
interviewee’s sense of well-being (Davis & Bottoms, 2002) and enhance their interview 
performance (Blasbalg et al., 2018; Hershkowitz, Lamb, & Katz, 2014; Saywitz et al., 
2016). To assess the effects of interviewer support on children’s interview performance, 
analogue studies have predominantly manipulated interview conditions by training 
interviewers to use supportive non-verbal gestures (e.g., smiling, nodding, eye contact, 
open posture), verbal encouragement (e.g., use of the children’s names, recognition of 
their efforts) and to show interest in what children are saying (Saywitz et al., 2016). 
Alternatively, researchers have examined field interview transcripts and measured 
interviewer support using the frequency of a range of verbal measures (e.g., 
encouragement [“think really hard”], reinforcement [“thank-you for sharing with me”], 
and procedural praise [“you are being very clear”]; Blasbalg et al., 2018; Hershkowitz, 
2009; Lewy, Cyr, & Dion, 2015). For the purpose of this review and consistent with 
past analogue studies, socially supportive techniques will include non-verbal behaviours 
such as smiling, nodding, proximity, eye contact and an open body posture, as well as 
verbal behaviours, including increased vocal intonation, procedural praise and 
encouragement throughout the interview. 
Findings from analogue studies have suggested that interviewer support, when 
compared to deliberately non-supportive behaviours, can decrease a child’s 
susceptibility to misinformation (Davis & Bottoms, 2002). Furthermore, field studies 
have revealed that interviewer support is associated with more informative responses 
from children when utilising standard child interviewing protocols (Blasbalg, 




et al., 2014; Hershkowitz, Orbach, Lamb, Sternberg, & Horowitz, 2006). Lewy and 
colleagues (2015) found that unsupportive statements by interviewers were related to 
lower production of event details by children. It is unclear, however, whether 
interviewer support affects children’s disclosure of adult wrongdoing. No study 
including interviewer support as a predictor variable, has employed a paradigm where 
children had transgressions which needed to be disclosed. Furthermore, to our 
knowledge, only one field study on interviewer support has included samples of 
disclosing and non-disclosing children (Hershkowitz et al., 2006). Hershkowitz et al. 
(2006) found that children who did not disclose abuse offered fewer details and were 
less informative than those children who did disclose abuse; however, they posited that 
children’s disclosure tendencies were not related to interviewer behaviour because the 
same patterns were evident in the early interview stages. Given these inconsistencies in 
research methodology, it is hard to specify the conditions under which interviewer’s 
support enhances children’s reporting competency. Further research seems necessary to 
extricate the influence of support when non-support is irrelevant and under what 
conditions interviewer support is more readily required. 
5.1.1 Interviewer support and child characteristics. 
While we can generally posit that interviewer support has positive effects on a 
child’s interviewing experience, many questions remain about the exact conditions in 
which children’s reporting performance is enhanced (Bottoms et al., 2007; Lewy et al., 
2015).  The influence of individual differences in children is one such question. Support 
has been studied in other areas (e.g. adult social relationships) and it has been posited 
that people may have a dispositional sensitivity to social support (Bottoms et al., 2007). 
Similar studies have been done with children. 




characteristics such as; pre-existing history with social support (Carter et al., 1996; 
Davis & Bottoms, 2002), physiological reactivity (Quas, Bauer, & Boyce, 2004) 
and attachment style (Davis & Bottoms, 2002) may all moderate the effects of 
interviewer support. In addition, Hershkowitz (2009) elucidated that interviewer support 
was more effective for less talkative children than those more willing to speak. Given 
these findings, it is realistic to suggest that a multitude of other temperament and 
personality traits may also be moderating factors. 
Many studies that have examined interviewer support and child disclosure do 
not paint a consistent picture as to the types of children that benefit from a supportive 
environment and many characteristics have not yet been explored in this context. 
Research into child individual difference is of theoretical value to the field and 
also holds immense practical significance when working with children in many 
domains. Extant research done emphasises that the effects of interviewer support are not 
consistent across children. Therefore, assessing the impact of social support on 
individual child differences and children’s propensities to disclose may provide 
knowledge and insight that is valuable for interviewers. 
5.2 Rapport 
While the term rapport is often used to describe the quality of an experienced 
interpersonal relationship, it is better conceptualized as a series of affective states (e.g., 
feelings that the other is listening attentively to one’s concerns) and behaviours 
indicative of those affective states (Tickle-Degnen & Rosenthal, 1990). Although 
interviewers generally agree that the existence of rapport is conducive to the interview 
process, operationalization of this construct in the literature has provided some 
confusion (Saywitz, Larson, Hobbs, & Wells, 2015). Often, rapport behaviour has been 




(Hershkowitz, 2009; Ruddock, 2006). This approach is naïve to the dyadic nature of 
rapport and overlooks the fact that each person brings a different perception and 
experience to an interaction (e.g., a child could feel a lower level of rapport than the 
adult interviewer due to a power imbalance or the pressure to disclose information). 
Additionally, many research designs testing the effects of rapport in interviews employ 
paradigms suggesting rapport is self-sustaining or more important at the outset of an 
interview than at later times (Saywitz et al., 2015). It is well founded that affective 
states and behaviours fluctuate in response to the environment in which the interaction 
takes place (Bernieri, Gillis, Davis, & Grahe, 1996). The changing nature of the 
interview environment requires that rapport behaviours be measured at multiple time-
points throughout the interview. 
The existence of rapport has typically been measured by observing the presence 
of nonverbal behaviours such as eye contact, smiling, nodding, gestures, open body 
language, forward lean, and verbal behaviours including supportive statements, tone of 
voice, and pleasant conversation (Bernieri et al., 1996; Collins, Lincoln, & Frank, 2002; 
Vallano & Compo, 2011). Many of these behaviours can be found in the advice and 
guidelines for interviewers to conduct their interviews in a supportive manner 
(Hershkowitz, Lamb, & Katz, 2014). 
One of the most widely accepted and replicated models of rapport is that of 
Tickle-Degnen and colleagues (1990) who suggested that an interaction between 
individuals involves an interplay of both an internal emotional experience or perception 
of another’s behaviour and a subsequent meaningful - often nonverbal - action. 
Importantly, their research allowed recognition of both the affective and behavioural 
components of rapport (e.g., Nelson, Grahe, & Ramseyer, 2016; Tickle- Degnen, 2006). 




rapport using three nonverbal indicators; expressivity, attention, and coordination. 
Nonverbal expressivity. Nonverbal expressivity refers to the expressions and 
actions an individual uses to communicate emotion and his/her affective state during an 
interaction (Boone & Buck, 2003). These feelings are generally displayed by expressive 
gestures, body lean, facial expressions, and proximity. Expressivity serves as a medium 
for communication of emotion from one person to another and allows an interactional 
partner to be an informed respondent to more accurately judge his/her partner’s emotion 
or experience, fostering open communication (Barnlund, 1970). Expressivity appears to 
elicit liking and positive social outcomes between individuals (Boone & Buck, 2003) 
and is integral to relational quality (Riggio, 2002). Conversely, studies in which 
participants actively suppressed their expressivity found that interactional partners 
reported lower levels of subjective rapport experience (Butler et al., 2003; Tickle-
Degnen & Puccinelli, 1999). 
Attention. Attention refers to the interactional partners’ focus on one another, 
representing interpersonal interest and engagement. Behaviourally, attention can be 
observed by an individual’s eye contact and postural attentiveness (Tickle- Degnen, 
2006; Tickle-Degnen & Rosenthal, 1990). Attention is thought to provide a context for 
the development of knowledge about others, and is central to a child’s understanding of 
the communicative interplay between themselves and an adult (Moore & Dunham, 
2014). Subjective feelings of rapport have been reported more readily when attention is 
evident (Tickle-Degnen & Rosenthal, 1990). 
Coordination. Coordination refers to the similarity in attention, expression, 
action, and the rhythm of behaviour between two interactional partners. It is observed 
when an individual’s immediate and spontaneous behaviour is unconsciously 




development as it accounts for the bidirectional, person-to-person interplay that takes 
place during an interaction. There are empirical precedents for the idea that increased 
coordination in the form of posture mirroring signals the desire or motivation to 
establish rapport (Bernieri, 1988; Chartrand & Bargh, 1999; LaFrance & Broadbent, 
1976). Additionally, research findings suggest that having a goal of affiliating with 
another individual (e.g., building rapport) will increase postural mimicry on both a 
subconscious and conscious level (Lakin & Chartrand, 2003). Indeed, research strongly 
supports the link between coordination and rapport, yet, coordination is not referenced 
or measured in previous child interviewing rapport literature. 
It is acknowledged that the three components of rapport may hold different 
weight at different times throughout a single interaction (e.g., early, late; Bernieri, 
2005). This postulation supports the notion that a greater understanding of the temporal 
trajectory of rapport (and its behavioural correlates) and the inter-play between 
interviewer and interviewee behaviour is required. 
5.2.1 Measures of rapport. 
Researchers have developed two methods to determine the presence of rapport: 
1) observational methods where independent raters observe an interview and identify 
key indicators of rapport, and 2) self-reports from the interviewer and interviewee about 
their perceived relationship (Bernieri, 2005). While self-report data can prove valuable 
in providing a window into the subjective experience of each party, independent 
observers can deduce a more objective response, removing any possible bias a self-
report may contain. Given the emotional nature and distress that may be imparted on 
participants in an interview where sensitive information is disclosed, having an unbiased 
observer rate the presence of rapport seems sensible. However, a number of these 




measuring and applying the construct. 
Tickle-Degnen (2006) proposed that both the affective and behavioural nature of 
rapport might be best represented as an optimal experience, similar to the experience of 
being in flow described by Csikszentmihalyi’s (1991) optimal experience theory. 
According to Csikszentmihalyi, flow is experienced when an individual is at ease and 
completely immersed in a task, where a balance is achieved between perceived skill 
level to complete the task and the possible challenge of undertaking the task. If a task is 
too difficult or too easy, then an individual can experience stress or apathy as a result 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 2008; Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2014). 
To explore interpersonal behaviour patterns during rapport development, Tickle-
Degnen (2006) devised a model that embedded the nonverbal behavioural correlates of 
rapport within the optimal experience theory. According to Tickle- Degnen’s model, 
optimal experiences are those where interactional partners feel and act calm, alert, and 
attentive. Suboptimal experiences are represented by underactive or overactive levels of 
behaviour. More specifically, chaotic expression or exaggerated attention may cause 
misperceptions from an interactional partner, while minimal expressivity or lack of 
attention may create impressions of disinterest or boredom and limit the amount of 
nonverbal information that is being sent. In relation to coordination, excessive and 
random movement may decrease the likelihood of being in sync with an interactional 
partner, while forced mimicry may undermine development of innate coordinated 
movement. In the remainder of the manuscript, use of the terms optimal and suboptimal 
will refer to behavioural displays indicative of either an optimal or suboptimal 
experience. 
Much research supports the view that moderate levels of behaviour are 




Tickle-Degnen & Gavett, 2003). Tickle-Degnen and Gavett (2003) found that therapists 
reported the highest levels of rapport when expressivity and attention were seen at 
intermediate levels. Likewise, Boone and Buck (2003) reported higher levels of trust 
and cooperation between people when a moderate level of expressivity was evident, as 
opposed to high or low levels. A more recent study by Nelson et al. (2016) utilized the 
optimal experience model of rapport for the nonverbal behaviours of expressivity and 
coordination between adults. They found that levels of behaviour representative of an 
optimal rapport experience for the composite score of the two components (coordinated 
expressivity) was related to more optimal experiences of rapport and explained 12% of 
variance in overall rapport levels. 
It is thought that an individual’s behaviour is influenced by the social and 
physical environment in which the interaction occurs (Tickle-Degnen, 2006). An 
interview environment that requires an adult to gather sensitive information from a child 
interviewee is a unique situation to which the optimal experience model of rapport has 
never been applied. Within this environment, an adult interviewer can explicitly 
manipulate his/her behaviour with the goal of enhancing a child’s interview experience 
and the likelihood of gaining trust and cooperation (Bottoms, Quas, & Davis, 2007; 
Katz, 2015; Lewy, Cyr, & Dion, 2015; Quas et al., 2005). Therefore, increased 
knowledge of the impact of adult behaviour on child nonverbal behaviour and 
understanding of how these behaviours enhance the likelihood of positive engagement 
from the child provides scope for interviewers to facilitate a higher quality relationship 
with children in interviews. 
5.2.2 Factors influencing rapport development. 
It is thought that many individual characteristics of both the interviewee and 




that differences in both interviewer personality (e.g. sense of humour, tolerance) and 
child temperament (sociability vs shyness) might influence rapport development and 
interview outcomes (Gilstrap & Papierno, 2004; Rotenberg et al., 2003). Past 
experiences may also prove to be an influential factor. For example, maltreated clients, 
particularly children, may have more difficulty establishing a positive relationship with 
an adult mental health professional than many other groups as they generally have lower 
expectations about developing positive relationships and having good interactions with 
adults (Bretherton & Munholland, 2008; Eltz, Shirk, & Sarlin, 1995). 
Further to this, developmental differences have been known to influence rapport 
development (Rotenberg et al., 2003). This is a key consideration when interviewing 
children and subsequently raises additional challenges with this vulnerable client group 
(Saywitz et al., 2015). Clearly, there are significant differences in engagement strategies 
used with an 8-year old with Oppositional Defiant Disorder after an incident in the 
school yard and a 5-year old whose parents have just separated and is experiencing 
extreme anxiety.  Developmental sensitivity is viewed as a critical element of rapport 
building. However, it is still not understood how it plays a part in rapport establishment 
and maintenance (Saywitz et al., 2015). As such, developmental differences need to be 
considered in any empirical examination of rapport. 
5.2.3 Rapport and interview quality 
The establishment and maintenance of good rapport is thought to have multiple 
benefits in an interview situation. It has been found to decrease the anxiety and distress 
for an interviewee (Hershkowitz et al., 2014), increase his/her motivation and feelings 
about self-concept (Rotenberg et al., 2003), improve communication between both 
parties (Davis & Bottoms, 2002), and enhance disclosure, thus increasing the number of 




Roberts, Lamb, & Sternberg, 2004; Teoh & Lamb, 2010). However, given the 
inconsistencies and lack of clarity surrounding definitions and indicators of rapport, it 
can be queried whether it has been satisfactorily evaluated. 
5.3 Rapport and Supportiveness 
While rapport and supportiveness have been recognised as necessary in an 
interview environment, in isolation they are deemed insufficient to facilitate disclosure 
(Abbe & Brandon, 2014). A substantial body of research has endorsed an interplay of 
both constructs, suggesting that an initial rapport building phase followed by ongoing 
interviewer support is effective interviewing practice (Hershkowitz, 2009; Katz et al., 
2012). Results of a study by Hershkowitz (2009) indicated that child revelations of 
sensitive information were more detailed when a short and open-ended rapport building 
session was followed by continued interviewer support than for those who received less 
support. Consistent with these findings was a field study by Katz and colleagues (2010) 
who elucidated that when a standard child interviewing protocol (NICHD) was enriched 
with supportive behaviours and an initial rapport building phase, rates of abuse 
disclosure were increased by over 5%. Moreover, children interviewed with the support-
enriched protocol were more likely to disclose information in response to open-ended 
invitations in more than 30 percent of cases, over 13 percent more than when 
interviewed using the protocol with no explicit support. In combination, an initial 
rapport building phase and supportive interviewer behaviours were shown to have a 
marked effect on child disclosure. However, when looking at the wider research, 
inconsistencies in research methodology (such as measurement of behaviours), unclear 
conceptualization of concepts (support and rapport used interchangeably and 
inconsistenly) and considerable overlap between indicators of rapport and interviewer 




determine more specifically the conditions required for child reporting competency to 
be enhanced. 
5.4 Conclusion and Rationale for the Current Studies 
Disclosure of information is a critical element of any interview situation. Yet, 
often among particularly vulnerable groups, such as children, disclosure may be delayed 
or never happens at all, leading to downstream mental health concerns. 
Extant research has thus far been concerned with factors that impede disclosure 
(e.g. self-blaming, protection of loved ones), and those external to the dyadic client- 
interviewer relationship. A paucity of studies have considered what interviewers can do 
to facilitate accurate and detailed disclosures. Furthermore, few studies have factored in 
how child characteristics interact with interviewer behaviour in order to enhance 
disclosure tendencies. In order to further understand elements of effective interview 
practice, consistent and holistic definitions of key constructs and an intimate knowledge 
of interviewer behaviours that facilitate and preclude child disclosure are critical. 
The dyadic nature of an interview has often been overlooked within the 
literature. Substantial weight has been placed on the interviewer and recognition of the 
involvement of the interviewee often omitted. A child interviewee brings many unique 
characteristics to the interview environment that must be acknowledged. Age, gender, 
cultural background, and behavioural style, as well as the nature of the information to 
be disclosed and perceivable implications of disclosure have all been identified as 
possible influences in a child’s revelation of sensitive information, yet limited research 
has explored these factors in combination. Clarification of the conditions required for 
certain types of children (i.e., dependant on temperament) to disclose information and 
the way these children interact with different interviewers could prove to be profound in 




While individual characteristics of a child can contribute to his/her interview 
performance, many elements are within an interviewer’s control, notably the provision 
of social support and the facilitation of good rapport. Both constructs have been shown 
to enhance disclosure rates and an interviewee’s experience. However, interviewer 
support and good rapport are often confused in the interviewing literature. Delineation 
of these two constructs is required to ensure that the terms are not being used 
interchangeably and that each is being applied appropriately within a research setting. 
This is critical to accurately determine the role that each construct plays within an 
interview and in turn the impact on children interviewees. 
When attempting to understand the effect of interviewer support and rapport on 
children’s interviewing performance, research methodology has been inconsistent. The 
irregularities in regards to neutral vs non-supportive control groups for interviewer 
support and measuring rapport at only the outset of the interview vs recognising the 
fluid, interpersonal nature of rapport, renders it difficult to specify the conditions under 
which interviewer’s support and rapport enhance children’s reporting competency. 
Further research seems necessary to extricate the influence of support and rapport and 
under what conditions these constructs are more readily required. 
The overall aim of this thesis is to provide a more comprehensive picture of 
circumstances and factors that enhance children’s reporting competency. The three 
studies will examine interviewer behaviours (e.g. support) and interview dynamics (e.g. 
rapport and child characteristics) that increase the propensity of a child to disclose 
information. The current research will seek to synthesise past conceptualisations and 
provide clarification of key constructs such as disclosure, interviewer support, and 
rapport. This research will utilise empirically validated research designs to build on the 




circumstances and factors that underlie the propensity of a child to disclose. 
Furthermore, children in the age range of 5 years to 9 years will be the focus of this 
thesis. This age range is highly typical of memory research (e.g., Poole & Dickinson, 
2011). Furthermore, it was important to restrict the age range so that we could use an 
identical event for all participants, one that would be comprehensible to younger 
children but still engaging for the oldest children. 
This research has a number of implications for both the clinical and forensic 
fields of psychology. Exploring factors that enhance the likelihood of a child’s 
disclosure about a sensitive or traumatic event can have implications for any mental 
health professional working with children, enabling them to adjust their interviewing 
behaviour and the environment to meet the needs of the individual child. Despite 
interviewers having some knowledge of effective interviewing practice, a number of 
interviewers do not effectively utilise these techniques or are unable to alter their 
approach to cater for the needs of individual children (Ahern et al., 2014). By 
understanding how certain interviewer behaviours interact with individual child 
characteristics to enhance a child’s reporting competency and facilitate disclosure, it is 
hoped that interviewers will adopt more flexibility in their professional conversations 
with children and that interviewing practices can be tailored to support the disclosure of 




Chapter 6 : Interviewer Support and Questioning Behaviour in the Role of 
Eliciting Disclosure of Sensitive Information (Paper 1) 
This chapter presents the first study of this thesis which aimed to examine the 
role of interviewer support and interviewer questioning behaviour on children’s 
disclosure of sensitive information. As discussed in chapter 5, extant research has 
explored the role of interviewer support on children’s interview performance (Blasbalg 
et al., 2018a; Hershkowitz et al., 2014; Hershkowitz et al., 2006; Saywitz et al., 2016) 
with varying results. The bulk of past findings suggest that interviewer support can 
promote more informative responses from children, decrease their susceptibility to 
misinformation and enhance their overall interview experience. However, given 
inconsistencies in research methodology, questions remain about the exact conditions in 
which interviewer support enhances children’s reporting competency and what other 
factors may be critical. 
High quality interviews, incorporating interviewer supportiveness as well as 
high proportions of open-ended prompts, have been shown to be critical to facilitate 
disclosure (Powell & Snow, 2007; Saywitz et al., 2016). Yet, these two interviewer 
behaviours have never been empirically investigated in the same study. To conduct 
more effective interviews and accurately evaluate the child’s cognitive and emotional 
needs to enhance disclosure, the roles of interviewer supportiveness and prompt types in 
children’s propensity to disclose must be clarified. 
Interviewer Prompts 
In terms of interviewing children, best-practice guidelines (Powell & Snow, 
2007) suggest that open-ended prompts are most beneficial (e.g., “tell me more about 
the event”). These prompts allow children to report their own narrative of events and for 




introduce new information that may be deemed suggestive or leading). Open- ended 
prompts draw out memories from free recall, therefore they are more likely to evoke 
accurate answers when compared to specific questions (e.g., ‘who was at the event?’). 
Specific questions have a narrow focus that can hinder the child from recalling other 
types of important information (Powell & Snow, 2007). 
High quality interviews encourage the child to do majority of the talking. As 
such, interviewers should try to ask as few questions as possible to elicit this 
information (Lamb et al., 2008). This behaviour assists the child’s memory retrieval and 
decreases the likelihood that interviewers will guide the child’s narrative (Lamb, 
Brown, Hershkowitz, Orbach, & Esplin, 2018; Powell & Snow, 2007). Interviews with 
a high proportion of open-ended questions are encouraged in order to facilitate accurate 
disclosures by an interviewee (Lamb et al., 2008). Empirically evaluated protocols 
(such as the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development [NICHD] 
Protocol; Lamb et al., 2018) that have an initial focus on open-ended questioning have 
been developed in the forensic interviewing field. These protocols have demonstrated 
effectiveness in increasing the number of open-ended questions and may provide some 
guidance with respect to the creation of guidelines for professionals in other child 
interviewing domains. 
Interviewer Supportiveness and Open-Ended Prompting 
Historically, child-interviewing protocols have mostly emphasised cognitive 
factors contributing to memory retrieval and reporting (e.g., question type). More 
recently, however, some protocols have been updated to include a greater focus on 
supportive behaviours as a way of facilitating a strong relationship between the 
interviewer and the interviewee (Hershkowitz, Lamb, Katz, 2014). 




may be more reliable and accurate informers (Benia, Hauck-Filho, Dillenburg, & Stein, 
2015; Blasbalg et al., 2018; Lamb et al., 2008), and have a more positive interview 
experience (Bottoms et al., 2007; Hershkowitz et al., 2006). A study by Teoh and Lamb 
(2013) added further support to this notion. They examined the impact of interviewer 
demeanour (supportiveness and talkativeness) on child disclosure and concluded that 
interviewers should remain supportive but refrain from excessive talking in the 
interview. Despite a wealth of research in the area in terms of interview quality and 
child disclosure, predominantly with the use of the NICHD protocol, no laboratory 
study has empirically tested the effects of interviewer supportiveness in interviews that 
are predominantly open-ended. Furthermore, delineating the impact of interviewer 
questioning and support behaviours on children’s disclosure tendencies is vital so 
interviewers can focus their attention on behaviours that enhance children’s 
performance during interviews. 
Current Study 
In the current study, children took part in an event where an adult confederate 
broke some rules. After a 3- to 4- day delay, interviews were conducted with children 
about what happened during the event. The number of transgressions the children 
revealed was recorded. Approximately half of the children were spoken to by a highly 
supportive interviewer and approximately half were spoken to by a neutral interviewer. 
The aim of the present study was to determine the predictive value of interviewer 
supportiveness on the amount of detail a child discloses and the number of 
transgressions they reveal. Additionally, we wanted to examine the predictive value of 
child age and proportion of open questions asked by the interviewer on child disclosure 
above and beyond interviewer support. We hypothesised that manipulated supportive 




child disclosed as well as the number of transgressions they revealed. Furthermore, we 
hypothesised that child age and proportion of open questions asked would yield a higher 
predictive value than interviewer supportiveness alone. We also believed that the effect 
of open questions on child disclosure would be moderated by the age of the child with 




The participants were 194 primary school students aged 5 to 9 years old (M = 
7.25, SD = 1.18). These children were recruited from four schools (2 government sector, 
2 independent sector). Twenty-five students overall were excluded from analyses. Of 
those 25, 18 were absent on the day of the interview, 3 children had language 
difficulties and 4 interviews were inaudible. Of the remaining 169 students (91 boys, 78 
girls), 87 were interviewed by a supportive interviewer and 82 by a neutral interviewer 
(see below for event and interview details). Interviewers were blind to the aims and 
hypotheses of the current study. 
Primary schools were recruited for the current study by email contact with 
principals and word of mouth. Consent forms were sent to all parents of students in the 
desired age range at each school. Written parental consent and child assent was returned 
by participating students to classroom teachers. Each class with participating students 
received $50. The University’s Human Research Ethics Council and the State 
Department of Education and Early Childhood Development approved the research. 
Subsequent studies in this thesis utilised a subsample of children from this study 






Event. All children in the sample participated in pairs in a science event 
conducted by an experimenter called Mr Science. At the beginning of this event, 
children were taken to a quiet, private area of their school by a research assistant who 
told them the two rules they should follow; 1) “Mr Science is not allowed to touch your 
skin”, and 2) “Mr Science is not allowed to look under the sheet.” The children then 
completed a series of educational activities about germ transmission and ways to stay 
healthy with Mr Science. During these activities, the children and Mr Science broke the 
rules they were told not to by participating in a total of 6 transgressions; 1) Removing 
the sheet, 2) Looking in the cabinet under the sheet, 3) Opening the little box inside, 4) 
Playing with the energy stick that was in the box, 5) Holding hands with Mr Science or 
the other child, 6) Washing hands to remove germs. Children who refused to participate 
in the wrongdoing, were at least passively involved as observers while Mr Science 
and/or their partner broke the rules. At the end of the event the children were instructed 
by the research assistant not to tell anyone from the University about the rules they had 
broken. Audio and video recordings were viewed to determine whether the rules were 
actually broken. 
Interview. Three to four days after the event, children were interviewed to see 
what details they would reveal; specifically, mentions of rule-breaking behaviour. All 
interviews were conducted in English by eight female psychology students. The 
interviewers were trained to follow a semi-structured interview protocol that was 
closely aligned to the open-ended questioning practice recommended by the National 
Institute of Child Health and Human Development (NICHD) Interview Protocol (Lamb 
et al., 2008; Orbach et al., 2000). Preliminary analyses of the proportion of open-ended 




In addition, interviewers received training about supportive interviewing behaviours and 
were required to conduct mock interviews to demonstrate their interviewing 
competence before attending the participating schools. 
The interview protocol included two main sections: pre-substantive (including a 
rapport building phase and explanation of the ground rules), and substantive. In the 
beginning of the pre-substantive phase, the interviewer introduced themselves to the 
child, defined the role of both the interviewer and the child, and then built rapport by 
conducting a brief practice narrative (Roberts, Brubacher, Powell, & Price, 2011). Next, 
interviewers delivered ground rules (‘don’t know’, ‘don’t understand’, correct the 
interviewer, promise to tell the truth). Each rule was accompanied by a practice example 
to ensure children understood (see Dickinson, Brubacher, & Poole, 2015). The 
interview then moved to the substantive phase, which began with an initial invitation for 
the child to talk about the event (i.e., “I want to know what happened that day. Start at 
the very beginning and tell me everything you can, even the things you don’t think are 
very important.”). It then continued with a series of open-ended questions including 
general invitations (e.g., “Tell me more about what happened at the event.”) and cued 
invitations (e.g., “You said X. Tell me more about that.”) to encourage the child to 
provide extra information about the details of the event. The interview ended after a 
maximum of 35 prompts (M = 13.72, SD = 4.42), or when the child could recall no 
more, whichever came first. Interviews were approximately 15 minutes long. An 
independent-samples t-test revealed no differences between children interviewed in the 
supportive condition (M = 13.71, SD = 4.03) and those in the neutral condition (M = 
13.68, SD = 5.15) in terms of number of prompts given, t (121) = -.03, p = .41 (mean 
difference -.02, 95% CI [-1.70, 1.65]). Interviews were audio- and video-recorded. 




neutral interview condition. Supportive interviewers utilised verbal and nonverbal 
encouragement throughout the entire interview to enhance the child’s cooperation and 
interview experience. Supportive verbal behaviours included addressing the child by 
name and providing positive reinforcement for effort (i.e., “I can see you are thinking 
really hard”). Nonverbal behaviours included leaning forward, appropriate eye contact, 
smiling, and nodding (Almerigogna et al., 2008; Bottoms et al., 2007; Davis & 
Bottoms, 2002; Goodman, Bottoms, Schwartz-Kenney, & Rudy, 1991; Hershkowitz, 
2009; Quas et al., 2005). Neutral interviewers did not use verbal or nonverbal 
supportive behaviours throughout the interview, including during the rapport-building 
phase; they adopted a more business-like approach throughout the entirety of the 
interview (Imhoff & Baker-Ward, 1999). All eight interviewers conducted interviews in 
supportive and neutral conditions in approximately equal numbers. Videos were viewed 
at random by the authors to ensure interview conditions were adhered to by 
interviewers. 
Coding 
Audio recordings of the interviews were transcribed. Three coders 
independently read allocated interview transcripts and classified the types of questions 
interviewers used (initial invitations, open questions, closed questions [i.e., specific 
‘wh’ such as ‘when did that happen?’ and specific ‘yes/no’ ‘such as did you break any 
rules?’]) to determine interviews were of the highest quality. Next, coders collapsed and 
measured questions in two categories (open/closed) and recorded the number of 
transgression the child reported. Additionally, two independent raters read interview 
transcripts and classified the number of target details reported. Sixty-three target details 






Inter-rater reliability was determined on 15% of the 169 interviews using 
Cohen’s kappa and intra-class correlations. Scores suggested consistent coding for 
target details (Kappa = 0.88), interviewers’ question types (Kappa = .93), and children’s 
disclosure of transgressions (average measure ICC was .87 with a confidence interval 
from .72 to .94, F (1, 25) = 7.82, p <.001). Disagreements were overcome by discussion 
while revisiting individual transcripts. 
Data Analytic Strategy 
Preliminary assumptions testing was conducted to verify for normality, linearity, 
outliers and multicollinearity, with no serious violations noted. Independent samples t-
tests were then performed to confirm no procedural differences across supportive and 
neutral interview conditions in terms of number of prompts asked by the interviewer, t 
(167) = -.07, p = .66, or proportion of open questions used, t (167) = 2.34, p = .08. 
Additionally, an independent samples t-test was conducted to assess the total number of 
transgressions disclosed in younger and older children. Results showed a significant 
difference, t (167) = 2.68, p = .01, with younger children (below 7 years) disclosing less 
transgressions (M = 3.41, SD = 1.65) than older children (above 7 years; M = 4.10, SD = 
1.68). 
Hierarchical linear regressions were conducted to examine relations between 
interviewer behaviour (support and question type) on child disclosure of sensitive 
information, i.e., number of transgressions disclosed by the child and number of target 
details reported. In the first regression model, predictor variables were added in four 
steps in the following order: (a) interview condition (support, neutral), (b) child age, (c) 
proportion of open questions asked by the interviewer, and (d) interaction between age 




transgressions disclosed by the child proportionate to prompts asked by the interviewer. 
In the second regression model, predictor variables were added in three steps in the 
following order: (a) interview condition (support, neutral), (b) child age, and (c) 
proportion of open questions asked by the interviewer. The predicted variable was the 
number of target details reported by the child. A moderation analysis was then 
conducted to assess the extent in which child age moderates the relationship between 
open questions and child disclosure. 
Given that interviewers were trained to ask almost exclusively open-ended 
questions in both support and neutral interview conditions and to generally treat all 
children the same within each condition, regardless of age, we hypothesised that 
interviewer supportiveness would not interact with the other predictor variables. To 
confirm, we tested the interaction terms involving interviewer supportiveness and they 
were non-significant in all analyses, ps > .28, as such they were excluded from the 
stepwise regressions in our main analyses. Child age and proportion of open questions 
both had significant and predictive interaction terms in the first model, therefore these 
variables were centred before proceeding with the main analyses. 
Results 
Main Analyses 
A hierarchical linear regression was completed to test the relationship between 
interviewer behaviour (support and question type), child age and number of 
transgressions disclosed by the child. The overall model reached significance and 
explained a moderate amount (17%) of the variance in the number of transgressions 
disclosed, R2 = .17, F = 8.64, p = <.001. See Table 6.1 for an illustration of the model 
and results. 




significant. This trend continued in all remaining steps of the model. The second step 
added child age as a predictor variable and was found to be significant, explaining an 
additional 7% of the variance in disclosure tendencies of the children. Age continued to 
be significant throughout the remaining steps with older children reporting a greater 
number of disclosures than younger children. Proportion of open questions was then 
added to the model and was found to be significant. This step explained an additional 
8% of the variance in child disclosure tendencies. Notably, a higher proportion of open 
questions used by the interviewer was shown to predict a greater number of disclosures 
by the child. The fourth step added an interaction between child age and proportion of 
open questions and this was found to be significant, explaining a further 2.5% of the 
variance in child disclosure of transgressions. 
Table 6:1 Hierarchical Linear Regression Model Assessing Predictors of Number of Disclosures/Number 
of Prompts 















Support .02(.03) .05 .02(.03) .06 .04(.03) .11 .04(.03) .10  
Age   .04(.01) .26*** .03(.01) .23** .04(.01) .25***  
Prop Open Qs     .37(.10) .29*** .41(.10) .31***  
Age*PropOpenQs       .19(.08) .16*  
R2   .003  .07       .15   .17 
 
F .46 6.26** 9.61*** 8.64*** 
∆R2 .003 .07*** .08*** .03* 
Note. *p <.05, ** p <.01, *** p ≤.001 
Further exploration of the interaction revealed that although the relationship 
between proportion of open questions (IV) and child disclosure of transgressions (DV) 
was positive overall (b = .37, p = .001), child age was found to moderate this 
relationship (b = .19, p = .04). The Johnson-Neyman approach showed that the 




was significant from a -.66 value of the centred moderator (approximately 6 years, 7 
months of age) upwards, but non-significant below that range, with the effect becoming 
negative at a value of -2.06 (approximately 5years, 2 months of age) of the centred 
moderator. Moreover, the IV-DV relationship was highest at moderate values of child 
age (.77; approximately 8 years of age) and decreased ever so slightly as child age 
increased. Despite the slight decline after the .77 value, the moderation effect remained 
significant to our highest value (2.30 or approximately 9 years, 7 months of age). We 
plot the interaction at three values (mean, 1SD above/below) in Figure 6.1. 
 
Figure 6.1 Plot of Interaction: Child Disclosure of Transgressions (DisxPrt), Child Age*Proportion of 
Open Questions (PropOpen) 
A second hierarchical linear regression was completed to test the relationship 
between interviewer behaviour (support and question type), child age, and number of 
target details disclosed by the child. The overall model reached significance and 
explained a moderate amount (24%) of variance in the number of target details 





The first step in the model found interviewer supportiveness to be non- 
significant (b = -.05, t = -.66, p = .51). This trend continued in all remaining steps of the 
model. The second step added child age and was found to be significant (b = .45, t = 
6.47, p = <.001), explaining an additional 20% of the variance in the amount of detail 
disclosed by the children, DR2 = .20, DF (1,166) = 41.85, p = <.001. Age continued to 
be significant at the third step with older children reporting a greater number of target 
details than younger children. Proportion of open questions was then added to the model 
and was found to be significant (b = .20, t = 2.84, p = .01), explaining an additional 4% 
of the variance in the amount of information disclosed by the children DR2 = .04, DF 
(1,165) = 8.06, p = .01. Specifically, a higher proportion of open questions used by the 
interviewer was shown to predict a greater number of target details reported by the 
child. 
Table 6:2 Hierarchical Linear Regression Model Assessing Predictors of Number of Target Details 
Disclosed 
 Step 1  Step 2  Step 3 
 B(SE) β B(SE) Β B(SE) Β 
Support -.77(1.18) -.05 -.60(1.06) -.04 -.08(1.05) -.01 
Age   2.89(.45) .45*** 2.76(.44) .43*** 
Prop Open Qs     11.24(3.96) .20** 
R2 .003  .20  .24  
F .43  21.19***  17.42***  
∆R2 .003  .20***  .04**  
Note. *p <.05, ** p <.01, *** p ≤.001 
Discussion 
While research has demonstrated positive effects of supportive interviewing 
behaviours on children’s resistance to misleading questions, no experimental study has 




are dominated by open-ended prompting and do not contain suggestive techniques. 
Experimental studies testing supportiveness have often used interviews that involve 
many poor and suggestive questions. Furthermore, these studies have focused on 
children’s resistance to misleading questions rather than enhancing disclosure of 
sensitive information. 
Interviewer Supportiveness 
The first objective of the current study was to examine the predictive value of 
interviewer supportiveness (compared to neutral interviewing) on the amount of 
information children report and the number of transgressions they disclose. It was 
expected that supportive interviewing behaviour would allow children to gain 
confidence and increase trust in the interviewer, thus they would be more willing to 
disclose information about the event. Contrary to our hypothesis, results showed no 
significant difference in children’s disclosure patterns (either amount of information or 
number of transgressions reported) as a function of interviewer supportiveness. 
This result is consistent with findings from Lewy, Cyr, and Dion (2015) and 
Hershkowitz (2009) in that interviewer supportiveness was not associated with an 
increased amount of reported information. Our findings also align with the hypothesis 
by Imhoff and Baker-Ward (1999) that there are only minimal benefits for a child’s 
interview performance when a supportive interviewer is compared against a neutral 
interviewer as opposed to a non-supportive interviewer. In other words, the negative 
impact of a non-supportive interviewer may outweigh the positive impact of a 
supportive interviewer. While only minimal benefits were seen for children questioned 
by a supportive interviewer, a child’s interview experience is found to be more pleasant 
and less anxiety provoking in a supportive condition (Almerigogna et al., 2007; 




supportive interviewing is a continued practice in the field. 
Interviewer Prompts and Child Age 
The second objective of the study was to examine the predictive value of age 
and proportion of open questions on the amount of information children disclose and the 
number of transgressions they reveal. It was expected that age and proportion of open 
questions asked would yield higher predictive values than interviewer supportiveness 
alone. In support of this hypothesis, our results showed that as children were asked a 
higher proportion of open questions they had an increased propensity to disclose 
information. This finding is consistent with recommendations emerging from a study by 
Teoh and Lamb (2013) that interviewers should refrain from excessive talking in an 
interview to optimise child disclosure outcomes and encourage them to report as 
completely as possible. Open questions allow children to do majority of the talking 
while they create their own narrative around the event in question. 
To further support our hypotheses, the present study reveals that age is a 
significant moderator on the impact of open questions on child disclosure rates in terms 
of transgressions revealed but not overall event detail mentioned. Our findings revealed 
that open questions were most influential on children’s disclosure of wrongdoing when 
they were above the age of approximately 6 years and 7 months. Below this age, there 
was no significant relationship between open questions and child disclosure. Generally 
speaking, our findings are in agreement with past research in that younger children were 
less likely than older children to disclose (Hershkowitz et al., 2005; Leach et al., 2016). 
Additionally, we saw an optimal influence of open questions on disclosure rates when 
children were approximately 8 years of age. It may be that children of this age have 
enhanced cognitive abilities that allow them to effectively create their own narrative in 




these children may not yet have been of the age where the likelihood of disclosure 
would be influenced by knowledge of the consequences that may fall upon the 
wrongdoer (and themselves and their partner in the event). We also saw a slight decline 
in the influence of open questions on the rate of disclosure as children approached 9 
years, 6 months. This decline may also suggest that older children are being influenced 
by the perceived repercussions of admitting rule-breaking behaviour. London and 
colleagues (2005) found that disclosure was optimal among primary school age 
children. It would be worthwhile for future research to explore whether older children 
continued to be less likely to disclose in response to open questions above the age of 9 
years, 6 months and whether the association between open questions and disclosure 
would have reached non-significance in the teenage years. Furthermore, future research 
could investigate other cognitive, social and emotional factors that may enhance 
children’s likelihood of disclosure below the age of 6 years 7 months. 
Limitations 
Some limitations of the present study should be accounted for in future research. 
While our interviewers were trained in the supportive interviewing techniques referred 
to in research literature and in the interviewing field, and manipulation checks were 
carried out to ensure no overall differences between interviewers, there may have been 
some inconsistency in the way in which the supportive techniques were implemented. 
This limitation may have reduced our chances of finding significant effects where there 
might have been some. Measuring support gestures throughout the interview rather than 
relying on the manipulation alone may provide added detail with regards to which 
particular support behaviours were most influential. Moreover, identifying support 
behaviours prior to and at the exact time-points of transgression disclosure could shed 




Another limitation arises because our study concerned a sample of non- 
maltreated children. Therefore, the children may not have deemed the transgressions to 
be serious enough to bring about similar disclosure behaviours to those studies that 
involve abuse. We also don’t know the extent to which the children thought Mr Science 
would get into trouble. Although we did attempt to make the paradigm as ecologically 
valid as possible while still making the transgressions ethical and not causing upset to 
the children, but it remains that Mr Science’s transgressions were not of the severity of 
sexual or physical abuse. To counteract this, we made children complicit in the 
activities, such that they might perceive greater consequences to disclosing. 
Implications for Practice 
Despite identified limitations, the present findings hold implications for clinical 
practice with children. In the current study, explicitly manipulated support behaviours 
did not have a significant influence on children’s disclosure of sensitive information, 
whereas a higher proportion of open questions increased children’s revelation of 
transgressions. While interviewers should still receive training in what constitutes 
supportive behaviours to ensure children have a positive interview experience, the type 
of questions asked of children seems to have a greater influence on their likelihood to 
disclose. In addition to understanding types of effective questions (i.e. open questions) 
that generally facilitate disclosure, interviewers may increase their effectiveness by 
tailoring their questioning behaviour in accordance to the child’s age. Empowering 
interviewers with learnings about the impact of open questions on disclosure at different 
ages of children can enhance the effectiveness of the interview. 
Conclusion 
The current study demonstrated the need for interviewers to consider both 




when interviewing children. The inclusion of child age as a significant moderator 
allowed greater insight into the type of children that respond best to certain types of 
interviewing behaviour. Although our findings suggested that interviewer supportive 
behaviours were non-significant in terms of facilitating child disclosure, there was 
strong evidence for open questions as a positive determinant. A high proportion of open 
questions, for children aged above 6 years, 7 months, were highly predictive of 
increased disclosure of sensitive information. Interviewers may want to consider child 




Chapter 7 : Patterns of Nonverbal Rapport Behaviours Across Time in 
Investigative Interviews with Children (Paper 2) 1 
This chapter presents the second study of this thesis, which sought to explore the 
interplay between naturally occurring interviewer and children’s non-verbal rapport 
behaviour in both explicitly manipulated supportive and neutral interviewing 
conditions. As referenced in Study 1, support and rapport are often overlapped within 
the literature. Given Study 1 showed no influence of interviewer support on children’s 
disclosure tendencies, it is worthwhile exploring the influence of rapport and whether or 
not it is having an influence on children’s interview behaviour separate from 
interviewer support. 
As discussed in Chapter 5, rapport behaviour has often been measured for the 
interviewer alone with no consideration of the influence of child behaviours 
(Hershkowitz, 2009; Ruddock, 2006). Additionally, many research designs have tested 
the effects of rapport in interviews, employing paradigms suggesting that rapport is self-
sustaining or more important at the outset of an interview than at later times (Saywitz et 
al., 2015). The changing nature of the interview environment requires that rapport 
behaviours be measured at multiple time-points throughout the interview. The existence 
of rapport has typically been measured by observing the presence of nonverbal 
behaviours such as eye contact, smiling, nodding, gestures, open body language, 
forward lean, and verbal behaviours including supportive statements, tone of voice, and 
pleasant conversation (Bernieri et al., 1996; Collins, Lincoln, & Frank, 2002; Vallano & 
Compo, 2011). Many of these behaviours can be found in the advice and guidelines for 
                                               
1 Johnston, V. A., Brubacher, S. P., Powell, M., & Fuller-Tyszkiewicz, M. (2019). Patterns of Nonverbal 
Rapport Behaviors Across Time in Investigative Interviews with Children. Journal of Nonverbal 





interviewers to conduct their interviews in a supportive manner (Hershkowitz, Lamb, & 
Katz, 2014). 
Interviewer supportiveness is a term used in forensic interviewing literature to 
describe deliberate behaviours by the interviewer to facilitate rapport with the 
interviewee. Often measurement of these behaviours is used to reflect the rapport 
experience of the individuals involved (Carter, Bottoms, & Levine, 1996; Davis & 
Bottoms, 2002; Quas, Wallin, Papini, Lench, & Scullin, 2005). Just because 
interviewers employ purposefully supportive behaviours, however, does not necessarily 
mean that rapport will be built or maintained. Studies that have examined interviewer 
supportiveness in interviews with children have not taken into account the behavioural 
responses of children in response to manipulated interviewer behaviours (Saywitz et al., 
2015), and few have considered fluctuating levels of dynamic rapport throughout the 
interview period (Hershkowitz et al., 2015). The present study aims to address this gap, 
with an explicit focus on the nonverbal behaviour of interviewers and children 
throughout interviews about adult wrongdoing that occurred in the context of an 
analogue event. 
The Current Study 
In the current study, children participated in an event where an adult confederate 
engaged in wrongdoing and encouraged the children to partake. Several days later, 
children were interviewed about what happened during the event by interviewers who 
adopted purposeful support behaviours or by those who deliberately omitted support 
behaviours. The focus of the present study was to observe the interviewers’ and 
children’s nonverbal behaviours (expressivity, attention, and coordination) throughout 
the interview for indicators of rapport development and maintenance. Additionally, we 




temporal trajectory of child nonverbal behaviour throughout the interview. The aims of 
the research were to determine whether: (a) children’s nonverbal behaviour (indicative 
of rapport experience) changes throughout the interview and (b) interviewers’ behaviour 
explains changes in children’s nonverbal behaviour. It was hypothesized that children 
interviewed in the Supportive condition would display nonverbal behaviour more 
reflective of an optimal experience as the interview progressed. However, it was 
thought that the trajectory of this change in nonverbal behaviour would differ across 
children. It was postulated that any direction of change (and rate thereof) in children’s 
nonverbal behaviour would be driven by interviewer nonverbal behaviour in the same 




Relevant ethics’ committees and the State Department of Education and Early 
Childhood Development approved the research. As part of a larger study, 194 children 
were recruited from four elementary schools in a large Australian city. 
Primary schools were recruited by email contact with principals and word of 
mouth. Consent forms were sent to all parents of students of the required age at each 
school. Written parental consent and child assent was returned by participating students 
to classroom teachers. Each class with participating students received $50. 
Children took part in an event with an adult confederate where wrongdoing 
occurred. Three to four days later, interviews were conducted with 169 children. The 25 
children who were excluded comprised the following: 20 were absent for the interview, 
one missed part of the event session, three had language difficulties that precluded full 





The focus of the current study was on children’s nonverbal behaviour 
demonstrated during the interview videos. From the 169 interviews that were conducted 
as part of the larger study, 14 interviews were not available for use because of camera 
failure or inappropriate camera angles. Due to limited resources, we were unable to 
code the nonverbal behaviour in all remaining 155 interviews. 
Interviews conducted in the Supportive condition were given priority because of 
a recent focus on training interviewers to use purposeful supportive behaviours (e.g., 
Hershkowitz et al., 2014). All available supportive interviews (n = 82) and a pseudo- 
random (controlling for age and gender) sample of 41 neutral interviews were coded. 
The 123 children whose interviews we coded had a mean age of 7.04 years (SD = 1.16; 
Msupportive = 7.24, SD = 1.18, 43 males; Mneutral = 6.65, SD = 1.02; 25 males). 
There were no age [F (98, 24) = 1.07, p = .44] or gender [χ2 (1, N = 123) = 
100.13, p = .42] differences across interview conditions. Interviewers were blind to the 
aims and hypotheses of the current study. 
Procedure 
Event. Children participated in pairs in a science event conducted by an 
experimenter called Mr Science. Prior to meeting Mr Science, children were taken to a 
quiet, private area of their school by a research assistant who told them there were two 
rules to follow: they and Mr Science should avoid touching each other’s skin 
(purportedly to stop germ transmission; see also Dickinson & Poole, 2017) and they 
were not to interact with a set of objects in the corner covered by a sheet. The children 
then completed a series of educational activities about germ transmission and ways to 
stay healthy. During these activities, Mr Science attempted to engage children in six 




in the cabinet to find a ‘top secret experiment box’, opening the ‘top secret experiment 
box’ to find an energy stick inside, playing with the energy stick that was in the box, 
holding hands with Mr Science or the other child to make the energy stick light up and 
make noises, and washing hands to remove germs. All children were passively involved 
in the wrongdoing as observers even if they did not actively take part. At the end of the 
event the children were instructed by the research assistant not to tell anyone from the 
University about the rules that had been broken. 
Interview. Children were interviewed three to four days after the event. They 
were told to tell the interviewer everything they could remember. All interviews were 
conducted in English by seven female graduate psychology students and one female 
post-graduate psychology student. The interviewers were trained to follow a semi-
structured interview protocol closely aligned to the National Institute of Child Health 
and Human Development (NICHD) Interview Protocol (Lamb, Hershkowitz, Orbach, & 
Esplin, 2008; Orbach et al., 2000). In addition, interviewers received training about 
supportive and neutral interviewing behaviours and were required to conduct mock 
interviews to demonstrate their interviewing competence before attending the 
participating schools. 
The interview protocol included two main sections: pre-substantive (including a 
rapport building phase and explanation of the ground rules), and substantive. In the 
beginning of the pre-substantive phase, the interviewer introduced herself, defined the 
role of the interviewer and child, and then built rapport by conducting a practice 
narrative (Roberts, Brubacher, Powell, & Price, 2011). The practice narrative utilized 
questioning techniques that would be used during the substantive phase (e.g., open 
questions such as, “you said X, tell me more about that”) to familiarize the child to the 




about something familiar to the child, such as fun activities they had done on the 
weekend or activities they had been doing in class. Next, interviewers delivered four 
ground rules: 1) “If I ask you something and you don’t know the answer, you should say 
that you don’t know”; 2) “If I ask you something and you don’t understand, you should 
tell me”; 3) “If I say something and it is wrong, you should tell me that it is wrong 
because I don’t know what happened”; and 4) “You should tell the truth while we are 
talking today. Do you promise to tell me the truth?” Each rule was accompanied by a 
practice example to ensure that the children understood (see Dickinson, Brubacher, & 
Poole, 2015). The interview then moved to the substantive phase, which began with an 
initial invitation for the child to talk about the event (“I want to know what happened 
that day. Start at the very beginning and tell me everything you can, even the things you 
don’t think are very important.”). It then continued with a series of general invitations 
(e.g., “Tell me more about what happened at the event.”) and cued invitations (e.g., 
“You said X. Tell me more about that.”) to encourage the child to provide extra 
information about the details of the event. The interview ended when the child could 
recall no more. Interviews ranged from 5 to 35 prompts (M = 13.72, SD = 4.42) and 
were approximately 15 minutes in length. An independent-samples t-test revealed no 
differences between children interviewed in the supportive condition (M = 13.71, SD = 
4.03) and those in the neutral condition (M = 13.68, SD = 5.15) in terms of number of 
prompts given, t (121) = -.03, p = .41 (mean difference -.02, 95% CI [-1.70, 1.65]). 
Interview Conditions. Individual children were pseudo-randomly assigned to a 
supportive or neutral interview condition, with attempts made to balance age and 
gender. Supportive interviewers were instructed to use verbal and nonverbal 
encouragement throughout the entire interview. Supportive verbal behaviours included 
addressing the child by name and providing positive reinforcement for effort. 




smiling, and nodding (Almerigogna et al., 2008; Bottoms et al., 2007; Davis & 
Bottoms, 2002; Goodman, Bottoms, Schwartz-Kenney, & Rudy, 1991; Hershkowitz, 
2009; Quas et al., 2005). Neutral interviewers were instructed not to use verbal or 
nonverbal supportive behaviours throughout the interview, including during the rapport-
building phase. They adopted a more business-like approach throughout the entirety of 
the interview (Imhoff & Baker-Ward, 1999). All eight interviewers conducted 
interviews in Supportive and Neutral conditions in approximately equal numbers. 
Interviewers oscillated between both interview conditions on any given interview day, 
dependent on the random condition assignment of the interviewee. 
Nonverbal Behaviour Coding 
The focus of the present research was on the nonverbal behaviours displayed by 
the interviewers and children. We examined these behaviours using observer judgments 
at different time points (thin-slice coding). Behavioural cues during an interpersonal 
exchange can exist on both a subjective and objective level (Grahe & Bernieri, 2002). 
Objectively, behaviour can be measured by the number of times it occurs (e.g., nodding) 
or the duration of the behaviour (e.g., time spent leaning forward). Subjectively, an 
observer is required to make a judgment about the individual’s state of mind. These 
judgments are typically based on objective behaviours (e.g., judging that someone is 
engaged in the conversation because they are nodding and making eye contact; Nelson, 
Grahe, & Ramseyer, 2016) and are a common part of everyday human interaction. 
Research reveals observer judgments to be accurate and consistent with participants’ 
own subjective experiences and perceptions of an interpersonal exchange (Ambady & 
Rosenthal, 1992; Bernieri et al., 1996). Furthermore, rapid judgments of a subject’s 
behaviour are as accurate as longer judgments, and found to be reliable across varying 




& Stockbridge, 1998). 
We selected a series of 20-second time slices from each videotaped interview to 
code nonverbal behavioural indicators of rapport for the child and interviewer. 
Time slices were chosen from the following phases of the interview: beginning 
and end of the rapport building phase, the mid-way point of the ground rules section, 
and the beginning, middle, and end of the substantive phase. These time points were 
seen to be critical by professional child interviewers with whom we regularly consult, 
and represent key phases in widely used interview protocols (Hershkowitz, Lamb, & 
Katz, 2014; La Rooy et al., 2015). 
Two undergraduate research assistants (different to the interviewers and blind to 
interviewer condition and the study hypotheses) coded each selected time point from the 
videos with the audio muted so that nonverbal coding would not be biased by verbal 
information. Prior to independently coding, the coders participated in multiple training 
sessions held by the first author. During these sessions, they practiced coding an 
individual’s nonverbal behaviours using a coding scheme based upon the optimal 
experience model and adapted from Nelson and colleague’s (2016) operationalization of 
nonverbal behaviour. Three behavioural indicators were coded independently of each 
other: expressivity, attentiveness, and coordination (Tickle- Degnen & Rosenthal, 
1990). During training, and at regular intervals during the study, two of the authors 
randomly viewed videos of interviewers to ensure they were adhering to their training. 
Scoring. For the constructs of expressivity and attentiveness, ratings for both the 
child and interviewer were scored on a scale that ranged from -3 to +3 with a centered 0 
indicating behaviour indicative of an optimal experience for the interview participant. 
Scores at either end of the scale (-3 and +3) indicated behaviour representative of a 




with a score of 0 indicating an optimal experience. Scores that deviated from 0 
suggested reduced levels of coordination, with a score of -3 representing the extreme of 
suboptimal experience. No positive values were recorded as the 20 second time slice 
was not long enough to determine if one party was deliberately forcing mimicry of 
other’s behaviour. Coders rated the behavioural correlates for both members of the dyad 
separately at the six interview time points. 
Scores for each behavioural correlate (expressivity, attention and coordination) 
were also combined at each time point to create an overall rapport score for interviewer 
and child separately. 
Expressivity. Expressivity is the degree to which individuals express positivity 
towards one another. Displays of expressivity approaching suboptimal levels were 
characterized by participants appearing inactive and expressionless representing bored 
behaviour, and/or engaging in exaggerated, over-active, or frenzied behaviour. Displays 
of expressivity indicative of optimal experience were representative of “calm and 
energized” action (Tickle-Degnen, 2006) indicated by smiling, head nodding, forward 
lean, affect, and facial and hand gesturing. 
Attention. Attention is the degree to which participants’ focus on each other and 
demonstrate interpersonal engagement and interest (Tickle-Degnen, 2006). 
During behavioural displays indicating a suboptimal interaction, participants are 
either inattentive and disengaged or overly attentive and intrusive or intimidating. 
However, when interactants are displaying behaviour representative of an optimal 
experience, levels of attentiveness are appropriate and acceptable. This was represented 
by participants’ level of eye contact, proximity, and body orientation. As Nelson and 
colleagues’ (2016) did not include the behavioural indicator of attention in their study, 




(Bernieri, 2005; Tickle-Degnen & Rosenthal, 1990). 
Coordination. Coordination refers to the level of synchronicity and harmony in 
the nonverbal behaviours of each member of the dyad. It involves rapid, primarily 
unconscious behaviours from an individual that are coordinated with his/her 
conversational partner. While coordination involves interpersonal processes and a level 
of synchronized behaviour, it is possible for an individual to initiate and be more 
attuned or in sync during an interaction than his/her partner, hence the need for coding 
of each individual rather than the dyad as a whole. During behavioural displays 
indicative of suboptimal interactions, participants demonstrated a low level of 
coordinated interpersonal activity as characterized by disorderly or empty behaviour. 
Smooth, harmonious, synchronized and coordinated displays of behaviour indicated 
optimal experience as represented by non-conscious postural mimicry, synchronized 
timing and rhythm of behaviour, and/or behavioural/postural coordination. 
Reliability. Fourteen interviews (11%) were used for training purposes. 
Inter-rater reliability was determined on 20% of the remaining interviews using 
intra-class correlations. Scores suggested consistent coding for child nonverbal 
behaviour. The average measure ICC was 0.970 with a 95% confidence interval from 
.961 to .977, F (1, 233) = 33.05, p <.001. Scores also suggested consistent coding for 
interviewer nonverbal behaviour. The average measure ICC was .976 with a 95% 
confidence interval from .968 to .981, F (1, 233) = 40.85, p <.001. Disagreements were 
overcome by discussion. 
Data Analytic Strategy 
Given that children’s nonverbal behaviours were measured across time points in 
an interview, the data were hierarchical in nature, with child behaviours rated at 




nested within individuals (i.e., children as a grouping variable at Level 2). The present 
study used multilevel modelling (MLM) to deal with this nested structure in the data. 
MLM is a statistical technique that is robust against violations of assumptions of 
independence that occurs in data clustered within groups (Field, 2013; Peugh, 2010). 
Within the context of repeated measures designs, MLM regards each individual 
as a distinct group and therefore provides estimates of within-individual and between-
individual variability in the relationship between child nonverbal behaviours across time 
points. In the present study, changes in child nonverbal behaviours across the interview 
session were tested by regressing the child nonverbal behaviour variable on time at 
Level 1. This effect was allowed to vary across individuals, on the assumption that rate 
of change in nonverbal behaviours may differ across children. Level 2 variables of 
interview condition (supportive or neutral) and mean ratings of interviewer behaviour 
variables (attention, coordination, and expressivity) at each time point across the 
interview were used to predict the DV and also the magnitude of time-related changes 
in the DV. Interviewer behaviours were averaged over time as we anticipated some 
change throughout the interview. By averaging over all time-points, we felt that this 
better reflected the interviewer’s behaviour over the whole timespan than at a single 
time-point. 
Time was centered at the last time point, allowing the intercept to reflect scores 
on the DV at the last time-interval captured in the interview (e.g., time-point 0 
represents the last temporal slice in the interview). In this way, the main effect of 
experimental condition (support vs neutral) and scores for the group means for 
interviewer nonverbal behaviours predict individual differences in scores on the DV at 
this last time point. Cross-level interactions between these Level 2 variables and the 




behaviour depended on experimental condition or interviewer’s average level of 
nonverbal behaviour across the interview. 
Results 
Data Preparation 
Utilizing the optimal experience model, behaviour indicative of suboptimal 
experience was coded as both positive and negative for expressivity and attention with 
behaviour representative of optimal experience indicated in the middle of the scale (at 
0). Scores were then squared to transform the data into a linear format where scores 
now ranged from 0-9. To enhance readability and ease of interpretation, the scale 
directions were reversed so that higher values represented behaviour indicative of more 
optimal rapport. Behaviours indicating suboptimal experience were anchored at 0, 
behaviours indicating optimal experience were anchored at 9. To ensure consistency 
across all behavioural components, scores on the coordination variables were also 
squared, resulting in a range from 0-9. While we could have also linearized scores at 
their absolute value (-3 to 3), doing so would have minimized ratings of suboptimal 
experience. Instead, and as per Nelson and colleagues (2016), we squared the scores to 
allow for increased variability and a clearer emphasis on suboptimal/optimal displays of 
behaviour. 
Preliminary Analyses  
Pearson’s correlation coefficients showed small (r = .23) to large (r = .60) 
correlations between the child and interviewer rapport constructs with no case of 
multicollinearity (see Table 7.1). The total child nonverbal score (combined child 
























1 .42*** .10 .10 .23** -.004  
Child Attention   .27** -.05 .21* -.15  
Child 
Coordination 
   .25** -.04 .41***  
Interviewer 
Expressivity 
    .53*** .60***  
Interviewer 
Attention 
     .27**  
Total Child 
Scores 
      .19* 
Note. * p <.05, ** p <.01, *** p <.001 
In order to confirm that the manipulation of support condition was successful 
throughout the interview, the interviewer rapport scores (summing across expressivity, 
attention, and coordination) generated by the blind coders were used as the dependent 
variable in a 2 (condition) x 6 (time point) mixed measures ANOVA. There were main 
effects of time point, F (5, 605) = 13.87, p < .001, ηp2 = .10 and condition, F (1, 121) = 
317.68, p < .001, ηp2 = .72, subsumed by a time point x condition interaction, F (5, 605) 
= 5.81, p < .001, ηp2 = .05 (see Figure 7.1). To unpack the interaction, we compared the 
conditions at each time point with a series six of independent-samples t-tests (corrected 
alpha = .008). Interviewers in the supportive condition displayed greater levels of 
optimal nonverbal behaviour than interviewers in the neutral condition at every time 
point, ts ≥ 8.77, ps ≤ .001 but the size of the effects (Cohen’s ds) ranged from 1.88 
(during the ground rules phase) to 2.46 (at the beginning of the substantive phase when 






Interview time point 
Figure 7.1 Estimated marginal means of interviewer behaviours 
Note. All time points differ significantly across conditions. Within condition, only the ground rules time point in the 
neutral condition differs from the others. 
We elected to remove the ground rules time point from subsequent analyses 
because of the noticeable difference in interviewer behaviour in the neutral condition, 
and taking into consideration the fundamental differences to all other phases of the 
interview (i.e., it is the only fully scripted, interviewer-directed phase, and the only one 
in which open-ended questioning was absent). Furthermore, when examining the 
interaction in the other direction (comparing time points within condition), the only time 
point in which interviewer behaviour was significantly different from the others was 
during the ground rules phase (p = .002). 
Prior to the main analyses, data were screened to ensure that they met the 
assumptions of multivariate analysis (Field, 2013). No missing data, outliers, or 























Analyses focused on the three identified nonverbal components of rapport: 
expressivity, attention, and coordination for both the child and interviewer. Analyses 
proceeded in several steps. First, null models with random intercepts were conducted to 
evaluate variability in proposed DVs (Child Expressivity, Child Attention, and Child 
Coordination). This is an important initial step as it enables calculation of intraclass 
correlations (ICCs) to determine how much variance in the DV is between individuals 
(Peugh, 2010). ICC values greater than .05 (e.g., more than 5% of the variance in the 
DV is accounted for between individual children) suggest standard, single-level 
analyses that do not control for clustering will produce inaccurate parameter estimates 
(Field, 2013; Peugh, 2010). In the present study, all DVs achieved ICC values greater 
than .05: 45% of the variance in child expressivity scores, 46% of the variance in child 
attention scores, and 33% of the variance in child coordination scores could be 
accounted for between individuals (e.g., at Level 2). MLM analyses were thus deemed 
suitable. 
In a second step, the shape of the relationship between time and the DVs was 
modelled. Time was centered such that the intercept corresponded to the final 
assessment time point (e.g., end of substantive phase). Each child’s centered time scores 
were -5, -4, -2, -1, and 0 (with -3 representative of the removed ground rules phase). 
Linear, quadratic, and cubic models of each time-DV relationship were tested in 
sequence as fixed effects, and compared using the likelihood ratio test. More complex 
models were not tested as these models are unrealistic in most real-life situations (Field, 
2013). There was no significant improvement in any of the time- DV models when 
quadratic and cubic terms were included in modelling; therefore, a linear model was 
utilized to evaluate these relationships. 




ascertained, additional predictor variables (interviewer support and nonverbal 
behavioural components) were entered into the model to account for the DV scores 
directly as well as the strength of relationship between time and each of the DVs. The 
value of each predictor was determined utilizing the likelihood ratio test rather than the 
Wald Z statistic as suggested when the sample size is small (Peugh, 2010). Averaged 
interviewer nonverbal behaviour scores (expressivity, attention, coordination) across the 
interview time points were centered according to the grand mean and entered as Level 2 
variables. Interviewer support condition was also entered as a Level 2 variable (0 = 
neutral condition, 1 = supportive condition). Using Level 2 predictors as main and 
moderating effects of Level 1 variables is often referred to as the Level 2 intercept-and-
slopes-as-outcomes model. 
Child expressivity. When initially modelled as a fixed effect, time alone made a 
significant positive contribution to prediction of child expressivity for the sample 
overall, b = .07, p = .043. As shown in Table 7.2, this result remained significant after 





Table 7:2 Model summaries: child expressivity 
Parameters Unconditional Time fixed Time random Predictors 
Regression coefficients 
(fixed) 
    
Intercept (γ00) 7.29 (.13)** 7.46 (.15)** 7.46 (.15)** 8.41 (0.30)** 
 
Level 1 variable     
Time (γ10) - .07 (.03)* .07 (.03)* -.04 (.06) 
Level 2 variables     
Support condition (γ01) - - - -1.42 (.47)** 
Interviewer attention mean (γ02) - - - .20 (.21) 
Interviewer coordination mean (γ03) - - - -.07 (.09) 
Interviewer expressivity mean (γ04) - - - .20 (.09)* 
Time*support (γ11) - - - .16 (.10) 
Time*interviewer attention mean 
(γ12) 
- - - -.11 (.04)** 
Time*interviewer coordination mean 
(γ13) 
- - - -.01 (.02) 
Time*interviewer expressivity mean 
(γ14) 
- - - -.03 (.02) 
Variance components (random) 
Residual (σ2) 
2.11 (.27)** 2.09 (.27)** 2.02 (.29)** 2.02 (.29)** 
Intercept (τ00) 1.73 (.41)** 1.73 (.41)** 1.51 (.61)* 1.37 (.62)* 
Slope (τ11) - - .02 (.02) .01 (.02) 
Covariance (τ01) 
Model Summary 
- - -.02 (.12) -.01 (.11) 
Deviance statistic 2404.90 2400.37 2397.46 2373.33 
Number of estimated parameters 3 4 6 14 
Note: Parameter estimate standard errors listed in parentheses; Intercept = value of the DV when time = 0 (last time-
point in the interview); Unconditional = average DV score across all time-points before adding predictors; Residual = 
variance in the DV within-individual; Intercept = variance in the DV between-individuals; Random Slope = 
individual differences in the magnitude of relationship between a Level 1 IV and the DV; Covariance = 
unstandardized relationship between individual differences in the intercept and slope. 
* p <.05 
** p <.01 
The Level 2 intercept-and-slopes-as-outcomes model showed the extent to 
which interviewer behaviours (expressivity, attention, coordination, and support) 
directly predicted child expressivity and/or moderated the relationship between time and 
child expressivity. As indicated in Figure 7.2, child expressivity at the final time point 
in the interview was significantly predicted by interviewer expressivity γ02 = .20, p = 




expressivity scores across time points, children tended to have higher scores on 
expressivity by the end of the interview. Regarding support condition, children in the 
supportive condition exhibited lower scores on expressivity at the end of the interview 
than children in the neutral condition. An exploratory analysis was conducted to test 
differences between the supportive and neutral interviewing groups at the initial time 
point in the interview for child expressivity. The independent- samples t-test revealed 
that children interviewed in the supportive condition exhibited equal levels of 
expressivity (M = 7.12, SE = .20), as those in the neutral condition (M = 6.83, SE = .33) 
at the outset of the interview, t (121) = -.79, p = .432 (mean difference -.29, 95% CI [-
1.03, .44]). Therefore, the effect of manipulated interviewer support on child 
expressivity likely reflects a difference that emerges throughout the interview due to the 
interview process itself. 
Evaluation of the Level 2 cross-level interactions revealed that within- 
individual variation in the relationship between time and child expressivity was 
significantly moderated by interviewer attention; γ13 = -.11, p = .005. To illustrate this 
interaction effect, Figure 7.2 plots the relationship between time and child expressivity 
at three values of interviewer attention (1 SD below the mean, mean level, and 1 SD 
above the mean). As shown in Figure 7.2, when interviewers had higher than average (1 
SD above the mean) scores for attentiveness, child expressivity scores decreased over 
time, whereas when the interviewer had lower than average scores for attentiveness, 
child expressivity scores increased over time. This finding possibly reflects that the 
interviewer did not have to work as hard when the child’s expressivity was more 
indicative of optimal behaviour. Alternatively, it may be possible that the child did not 
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Figure 7.2 Plot of Cross Level Interaction: Child Expressivity, Time*Interviewer Attention 
Note: The ground rules phase of the interview (time point 3) was removed pre-analysis but is retained in the figure to 
maintain equidistant intervals between time-points 
Child attention. When initially modelled as a fixed effect, the pattern for the 
sample overall suggested the rate of change of child attention across the interview did 
not significantly differ from zero. In other words, there was no main effect of time on 
child attention. However, as shown in Table 7.3, significant between- individual 
variation in the strength of relationship between time and child attention was observed 
once the relationship was allowed to vary. Thus, the non-significant fixed effect for the 
time-child attention relationship is not representative of all individuals in the data set. 
The Level 2 intercept-and-slopes-as-outcomes model showed the extent to which 
interviewer behaviours (expressivity, attention, coordination and support) had direct 
effects on child attention and/or moderated the relationship between time and child 
attention. As indicated in Table 7.3, within-individual variation at the final time point 

















.024, interviewer attention γ02 =.36, p = .047, and interviewer supportiveness γ01 = -1.50, 
p = .005. When the average interviewer scores across time points for expressivity and 
attention approached optimal levels, children’s attention approached optimal levels at 
the final time point in the interview. Children in the supportive condition more readily 
exhibited behaviour reflective of suboptimal attentiveness when compared to children in 
the neutral condition at the final time point. An exploratory independent-samples t-test 
was conducted to test differences between the supportive and neutral interviewing 
groups at the initial time point. It revealed that children interviewed in the supportive 
condition exhibited lower scores on attention (M = 7.66, SE = .21) than those 
interviewed in the neutral condition (M = 8.32, SE = .19) at the start of the interview, t 
(121) = 2.04, p = .04. (mean difference .66, 95% CI [.02, .1.30]). Therefore, the effect 
of support on child attention likely reflects maintenance of the initial difference between 
conditions. None of the interviewer characteristics moderated the trajectory of child 





Table 7:3 Model summaries: child attention 
Parameters Unconditional Time fixed Time random Predictors 
Regression coefficients (fixed)     
Intercept (γ00) 7.85 (.12)** 7.74 (.14)** 7.74 (.14)** 8.74 (.32)** 
Level 1 variable     
Time (γ10) - -.04 (.03) -.04 (.03) -.06 (.07) 
Level 2 variables     
Support condition (γ01) - - - -1.50 (.53)** 
Interviewer attention mean (γ02) - - - .36 (.18)* 
Interviewer coordination mean (γ03) - - - -.12 (.09) 
Interviewer expressivity mean (γ04) - - - .20 (.09)* 
Time*support (γ11) - - - .03 (.11) 
Time*interviewer attention mean (γ12) - - - -.09 (.06) 
 
Time*interviewer coordination mean 
(γ13) 
- - - -.01 (.02) 
Time*interviewer expressivity mean 
(γ14) 
- - - .02 (.06) 
Variance components (random) 
Residual (σ2) 
1.56 (.24)** 1.55 (.24)** 1.37 (.21)** 1.37 (.21)** 
Intercept (τ00) 1.31 (.29)** 1.31 (.29)** 1.68 (.44)** 1.47 (.42)** 
Slope (τ11) - - .04 (.03)* .04 (.03) 
Covariance (τ01) 
Model Summary 
- - .12 (.09)* .13 (.09) 
Deviance statistic 2222.13 2219.61 2397.46 2181.05 
Number of estimated parameters 3 4 6 14 
Note: Parameter estimate standard errors listed in parentheses; Intercept = value of the DV when time = 0 (last time-
point in the interview); Unconditional = average DV score across all time-points before adding predictors; Residual = 
variance in the DV within-individual; Intercept = variance in the DV between-individuals; Random Slope = 
individual differences in the magnitude of relationship between a Level 1 IV and the DV; Covariance = 
unstandardized relationship between individual differences in the intercept and slope. 
* p <.05 
** p <.01 
Child coordination. When initially modelled as a fixed effect, the pattern for 
the sample overall suggested the rate of change of child coordination across the 
interview did not significantly differ from zero. In other words, there was no main effect 
of time on child coordination. However, as shown in Table 7.4, significant between-
individual variation in the strength of relationship between time and child coordination 




effect for the time-child coordination relationship is not representative of all individuals 
in the data set. 
Table 7:4 Model summaries: child coordination 
Parameters Unconditional Time fixed Time random Predictors 
Regression coefficients (fixed)     
Intercept (γ00) 4.88 (.15)** 4.82 (.21)** 4.82 (.21)** 4.90 (.47)** 
Level 1 variable     
Time (γ10) - -.02 (.05) -.02 (.05) -.02 (.17) 
Level 2 variables     
Support condition (γ01) - - - -.12 (.72) 
Interviewer attention mean (γ02) - - - -.67 (.27)* 
Interviewer coordination mean (γ03) - - - .11 (.13) 
 
Interviewer expressivity mean (γ04) - - - .22 (.13) 
Time*support (γ11) - - - .00 (.25) 
Time*interviewer attention mean (γ12) - - - -.09 (.08) 
Time*interviewer coordination mean 
(γ13) 
- - - -.09 (.03)** 
Time*interviewer expressivity mean 
(γ14) 
- - - .05 (.04) 
Variance components (random) 
Residual (σ2) 
4.16 (.33)** 4.16 (.33)** 3.57 (.30)** 3.57 (.30)** 
Intercept (τ00) 2.06 (.42)** 2,05 (.42)** 3.05 (.64)* 2.67 (.62)** 
Slope (τ11) - - .14 (.05)** .12 (.04)** 
Covariance (τ01) 
Model Summary 
- - .35 (.14)* .35 (.14)* 
Deviance statistic 2774.63 2774.41 2761.57 2731.34 
Number of estimated parameters 3 4 6 14 
Note: Parameter estimate standard errors listed in parentheses; Intercept = value of the DV when time = 0 (last time-
point in the interview); Unconditional = average DV score across all time-points before adding predictors; Residual = 
variance in the DV within-individual; Intercept = variance in the DV between-individuals; Random Slope = 
individual differences in the magnitude of relationship between a Level 1 IV and the DV; Covariance = 
unstandardized relationship between individual differences in the intercept and slope. 
* p <.05 
** p <.01 
The Level 2 intercept-and-slopes-as-outcomes model showed the extent to 
which interviewer behaviours (expressivity, attention, coordination, and support) had 
both direct effects on child coordination and moderated the relationship between time 




time point for child coordination was significantly predicted by interviewer attention 
(γ02 = -.67, p = .011). When the average interviewer scores across time points for 
attention approached optimal levels, children’s coordination approached suboptimal 
levels at the final time point in the interview. 
Evaluation of Level 2 cross-level interactions revealed that within-individual 
variation in the relationship between time and child coordination was significantly, 
negatively predicted by interviewer coordination (γ14 = -.09, p = .008). As shown in 
Figure 7.3, when interviewers had higher than average (1 SD above the mean) scores 
for coordination, child coordination scores decreased over time, whereas when the 
interviewer had lower than average scores on coordination, child coordination scores 
increased over time. This may be reflective of the participants’ innate, subconscious 
desire to affiliate with their interactional partner in an attempt to establish rapport (see 
Lakin & Chartrand, 2003). More specifically, if an interviewer perceives that a child is 
displaying suboptimal coordinated behaviour, they may automatically attempt to match 
the child’s behavioural level. Similarly, when a child perceives an interviewer to be 
displaying suboptimal coordinated behaviour, they may subconsciously try to align with 
the interviewer’s behaviour.2  
	 	
                                               
2 The number of transgressions reported (averaged by the number of prompts asked of the child) was 
unrelated to the summed child rapport score (expressivity, attention, coordination) or summed interviewer 
























Figure 7.3 Plot of Cross Level Interaction: Child Coordination, Time*Interviewer Coordination 
Note: ground rules phase of the interview was removed pre-analysis but is retained in the figure to maintain 
equidistant intervals between time-points 
Discussion 
The primary focus of the current study was to evaluate the relationship between 
interviewer nonverbal behaviours and variation in children’s nonverbal behaviour 
(indicative of rapport) across pre-selected interview time points when interviewers 
behaved in a purposefully supportive or neutral manner. Results from models testing the 
functional form of children’s nonverbal behaviour at time points throughout an 
interview found that child expressivity, child attention, and child coordination are all 
best represented by a linear growth trajectory. Despite similar trajectories, present 
findings show that children’s nonverbal behaviour fluctuates variably for each of the 
nonverbal behavioural correlates. Interviewer nonverbal behaviours and interviewer 

















Effects of Interviewer Behaviours and Support Condition 
While prior research has pointed to positive effects of supportive interviewer 
behaviours on children’s verbal responses to questioning (Carter et al., 1996; Davis & 
Bottoms, 2002), we found that manipulated interviewer support was related to 
suboptimal displays of child nonverbal behaviour, notably for expressivity and 
attention. Similarly, as displays of interviewer attention approached optimal levels, 
displays of child coordination approached suboptimal levels. A plausible explanation 
for this unexpected finding is that past research has mostly used non-supportive 
interviewers as a comparison point for supportive interviewing while the present study 
utilized neutral interviewers (i.e., interviewers who omitted supportive behaviours 
rather than engaged in outwardly negative behaviours). Our results seem to be in 
accordance with Lewy, Cyr and Dion’s (2015) hypothesis which posits that the negative 
impact of non-supportive interviewer behaviour may be more relevant to a child’s 
interview experience than the positive effects of supportive interviewing are beneficial. 
To our knowledge, this is the first study to show such a result in terms of child 
nonverbal behaviour. Consequently, more research, and ideally in the field (e.g., 
clinical, health and forensic settings), seems necessary to detect the impact of 
interviewer supportiveness on child nonverbal rapport behaviour. 
In contrast to the supportiveness findings, and as predicted, we found that 
optimal displays of interviewer nonverbal behaviours were mostly associated with 
optimal displays of child nonverbal behaviours. Specifically, as displays of interviewer 
expressivity approached optimal levels, so too did displays of child expressivity and 
child attention by the end of the interview. Similarly, as displays of interviewer 
attention approached optimal levels, so too did displays of child attention. Interestingly, 




been used as a vehicle to build rapport in an interview (e.g., smiling, eye gaze; 
Hershkowitz, 2009; Hershkowitz et al., 2015; Hershkowitz, Orbach, Lamb, Sternberg, 
& Horowitz, 2006). Yet, our findings illustrate a direct contrast between effects of the 
experimental support condition and the observed nonverbal interviewer behaviours in 
terms of the outcome on child nonverbal behaviour. This discrepancy raises obvious 
questions as to what other factors occur within the interviewer-child dynamic to create 
such a difference. In other words, an interviewer can go into an interview with a list of 
purposeful, supportive behaviours that should elicit positive responses, yet, are not 
facilitative for all children. We speculate that because of the interpersonal nature of an 
interview, each child will receive these supportive behaviours differently. Individual 
differences that each person brings to an interview can lead to different responses to 
these supportive behaviours (e.g., child temperament, developmental stage, past 
interview experience, etc.). Exploring the impact of child individual differences in 
response to interviewer behaviour in an interview could be a focus for future research. 
An alternate explanation for this finding may relate to the demands of the interview 
context. An adult interviewer automatically assumes a power position in this 
environment, while the child may feel anxious and uneasy about what is expected of 
him or her. 
Interviewers employ supportive behaviours in an attempt to make the child feel 
comfortable enough to talk and ultimately establish rapport with the child. Yet, the 
interviewer’s goal to seek disclosure from the child may be in contrast to the child’s 
agenda. Explicit interviewer support in the interview environment may lead to a child’s 
subconscious intention to withdraw from the interaction. 
In addition to exploring predictors of child behaviour at the end of the interview, 




throughout the interview. The results showed that, as an interview progressed, and 
displays of interviewer attention approached optimal levels, displays of child 
expressivity approached suboptimal levels. Likewise, as displays of interviewer 
coordination approached optimal levels, displays of child coordination approached 
suboptimal levels. One possibility is that the children exhibited desirable engagement 
and coordination from the start of the interview, hence less need for the interviewer to 
employ behaviour to try and draw this out over time. Another alternative is that 
interviewers are deliberately (or innately, in terms of coordination) working harder to be 
attentive and ‘in-sync’ with a child who is exhibiting less desirable behaviour. A similar 
pattern of interview behaviour was seen by Hershkowitz et al., (2006) in terms of verbal 
behaviour. They found that an interviewer’s behaviour showed a tendency to be shaped 
by a child’s less desirable behaviour, wherein interviewers worked harder to re-engage 
the child often to the detriment of best-practice interviewing (e.g., by using fewer open-
ended questions and fewer supportive behaviours). Empowering interviewers with an 
understanding of child disengagement cues is an important step to understanding 
deviations in their own behaviour as a response. 
Limitations and Future Directions 
Some methodological limitations of the present study must be recognized. 
Firstly, because there is a paucity of research that has operationalized Tickle- 
Degnen’s (1990) nonverbal rapport behaviour using the optimal experience model 
(Nelson et al., 2016), only behavioural measures for expressivity and coordination 
existed. The index for child attention, and related observable nonverbal behaviours, was 
created on a conceptual basis from models of attention recognized and validated in past 
literature (Bernieri, 2005; Tickle-Degnen, 2006; Tickle-Degnen & Rosenthal, 1990). 




strategies (e.g., obtain self-reported perceptions of rapport in addition to independently 
observed nonverbal measures) to identify whether subjective experiences of participants 
were aligned with observable nonverbal expressions of behaviour. Past research has 
demonstrated, however, that they tend to be (Bernieri et al., 1996). Relatedly, we used 
adult observers to judge children’s experiences of rapport. It is unknown whether an 
adult’s perception of rapport accurately captures a child’s experience of rapport. A third 
limitation pertains to our coding of individual behaviours while viewing both 
interactional partners. Viewing both people simultaneously could mean that individual 
ratings were affected. To code coordination behaviour, viewing both parties was 
necessary; expressivity and attention were coded similarly to maintain consistency. To 
mitigate this limitation, coders were instructed to focus on one person at a time, and the 
data do not suggest inflated correlations between interviewer and child behaviours. 
Lastly, this study used an innocuous event where transgressions comprised of 
forbidden toy play with an adult. While some of the transgressions attempted to 
replicate aspects of a more significant adult wrongdoing event (i.e., inappropriate touch 
in an abuse situation), disclosing forbidden toy play with a stranger is very different to 
revealing abuse, which is often perpetrated by a known adult (Finkelhor, Turner, 
Shattuck, & Hamby, 2015). The emotional salience of an abuse situation could heighten 
feelings for the child that may impact their interview behaviour and overall 
performance. 
Implications for Theory and Practice 
The present findings suggest that child nonverbal behaviour varies across time 
and is affected by interviewer nonverbal behaviour. Ignoring the temporal differences in 
child nonverbal behaviour may misrepresent the experience of the child across the 




consistent with findings by Walsh and Bull (2012) in terms of rapport maintenance in 
forensic interviews with adults, where they found that initial rapport building was not 
sufficient for overall interview quality and outcomes as, even when rapport was 
established, it was not always maintained. Additionally, past studies of children’s 
interview behaviour have failed to recognize that child behaviours are nested within 
individuals, thereby missing the individual differences that exist in their nonverbal 
behaviours (Katz et al., 2012). Use of statistical measures that view individuals as a 
distinct group (such as MLM) can provide within-individual and between-individual 
variability that is useful in ascertaining different patterns of behaviour for individual 
children. 
Despite identified limitations, the present findings hold implications for clinical 
practice with children. In the current study, explicitly manipulated interviewer support 
behaviours reduced desired nonverbal behaviour from children, whereas the more 
naturally occurring interviewer nonverbal behaviours increased children’s engagement. 
It should be noted, however, that neither of these impacted the number of transgressions 
children disclosed about an innocuous event. While behaviours that have been identified 
as supportive are thought to facilitate rapport, it may be that when interviewers ‘try to 
do them’ they are not acting naturally and it has the opposite impact on the child who 
may already be vigilant to the interview process and motivations of the interviewer. 
This notion has been posited by Lakin and Chartrand (2003) who suggested that forced 
behavioural mimicry (or coordination) by one individual may be noticed by the other 
partner, hence liking between interactional partners may not actually increase. Further 
arguments that obvious or excessive conformity can be detrimental to an interaction 
were posited by Jones, Gergen, and Jones (1963) who suggested that this behaviour may 
in fact alienate an interactional partner. While their research was referring to verbal 




and motivations can influence their involvement in an interaction, verbally or 
nonverbally. As interviewers become more experienced at applying support behaviours, 
they appear more natural and, in these circumstances, supportive behaviours may 
possibly be more conducive to building and maintaining rapport than when applied by 
an inexperienced interviewer. While interviewers should still receive training in what 
constitutes supportive behaviours, applying these behaviours in a prescriptive manner 
across all children and at each time point in the interview may not address the needs of 
each child, particularly when an interviewer has not yet developed the ability for these 
behaviours to occur automatically. 
This is the first study to use the optimal experience model of rapport in an 
investigative interviewing context and the first to apply it to a child-adult interpersonal 
interaction. Both situations raise unique psychological demands for the interactants that 
other interpersonal environments may not. Therefore, it is important to provide 
commentary on what this may mean for our findings. In an investigative interview, a 
child may know something undesirable that they have been instructed not to share, or 
are not motivated to share for various reasons such as anticipated negative 
consequences (e.g., Malloy, Brubacher, & Lamb, 2011). Willingness to engage in this 
interaction is likely to vary among children. Past research suggests that rapport would be 
expected to be higher when the interpersonal goals of both parties are in alignment 
(Lakin & Chartrand, 2003). Therefore, it may be reasonable to think that a child who is 
eager to tell would display behaviour more indicative of optimal rapport with the 
interviewer than one who does not want to tell. However, if a child is reluctant to talk, 
but after achieving some rapport discloses wrongdoing (despite their initial intention not 
to share), it would be expected that nonverbal rapport behaviour may drop drastically. 
This effect has been seen with married couples forced to discuss their interpersonal 




desired impact of establishing rapport in the interview, paradoxically squashes the 
rapport as the disclosure is occurring. Such notions help to explain why manipulated 
interviewer support led to less attention from the child and why an unexpected 
relationship existed between child and interviewer coordination. These ideas also help 
to explain why child and interviewer nonverbal behaviour were not related to the 
number of transgressions disclosed by the child. Exploration of the unique 
psychological processes that exist for both parties in a child-adult interview context and 
how they may relate to interview outcomes for children is critical. 
Conclusion 
The current study demonstrates the need to recognize that rapport behaviours 
and manipulated support behaviours are independent but interrelated concepts that both 
impact children’s behaviour in an interview environment in different ways. The 
inclusion of the optimal experience model allowed greater insight into the 
operationalizing of rapport and the need to display moderate levels of behaviour to 
enhance an individual’s rapport experience. Use of the MLM technique allowed for 
evaluation of each behaviour at different levels and exploration of within-individual and 
between-individual effects. Although our findings suggested that interviewer supportive 
behaviours led to less optimal child nonverbal behaviour as the interview proceeded, 
there was strong evidence for nonverbal rapport as a positive determinant. Interviewer 
expressivity, attention and coordination each in some way predicted more desirable 
child interview behaviour. The naturally occurring interviewer behaviours that 
developed were more predictive of optimal behaviours in children than interviewers 
behaving in a prescriptive way. Interviewers may want to consider the demands of the 
psychological processes at play in an investigative interview environment, and as such, 




Chapter 8 : The Role of Child Temperament and Interviewer Behaviour in Child 
Interviews About Adult Wrongdoing (Paper 3)3 
This chapter presents the third study of this thesis, which sought to explore the 
role of child temperament in interviews with children about adult wrongdoing. Findings 
from studies 1 and 2 showed that interviewer support and rapport behaviour had 
minimal impact on children’s disclosure tendencies. Given these findings are in contrast 
with some past research, it raises questions as to what child factors may be interacting 
with interviewer behaviour to impact their reporting competency. A host of cognitive 
and developmental factors have been investigated in relation to children’s disclosure of 
sensitive information (London, Bruck, Wright, & Ceci, 2007). Only recently has the 
focus of child disclosure research included socio- emotional contributors such as 
interviewer support (Blasbalg et al., 2018a; Blasbalg et al., 2018b; Saywitz, Wells, 
Larson, & Hobbs, 2016) and children’s individual differences (Bell, Kraybill, & Diaz, 
2013; Klemfuss & Olaguez, 2018). These two factors have rarely been studied in 
combination and their impact on children’s disclosure of adult wrongdoing is unknown. 
Individual Child Differences and Interviewer Support 
Researchers have tested a variety of individual differences that may alter the 
influence of interviewer support. Characteristics such as pre-existing history with social 
support/resistance efficacy (Davis & Bottoms, 2002), physiological reactivity (Quas, 
Bauer, & Boyce, 2004), suggestibility (Quas, Wallin, Papini, Lench, & Scullin, 2005) 
and decreased talkativeness (Hershkowitz, 2009) have all been suggested as moderating 
factors for the effects of interviewer support on child interview performance. Not only 
                                               
3 This	 study	 has	 been	 submitted	 for	 review	with	 the	 journal,	 Child	 Abuse	 and	 Neglect.	 The	 full	
reference	is	Johnston, V. A., Benadan, L., Brubacher, S. P., & Powell, M. B. (under review). The role of 




do individual differences moderate the effect of interviewer support but they can also 
influence the levels of it. For example, it has been found that interviewers (despite 
training in the use of supportive interviewing protocols) use more supportive gestures in 
interviews with females and younger children than with males and older children 
(Blasbalg et al., 2018b; Hershkowitz et al., 2017). These findings suggest that it would 
be useful for interviewers to be aware of, and adapt their behaviour to, child 
characteristics to enhance interview quality and outcomes, where possible. In social 
environments other than child interviews (i.e., adult social relationships), people may 
have a dispositional sensitivity to social support (Bottoms et al., 2007). Child 
temperament is a critical component in the way a child interacts with others and has 
only been a secondary focus in research to date. 
The Role of Child Temperament in Child Interviews 
Child temperament reflects biologically based individual difference in 
emotional, motor and attentional reactivity to stimulation and its regulation (Bell, 
Kraywitz, & Diaz, 2013). According to Thomas and Chess (1977), children vary on 
nine dimensions of temperament. These include activity level, reactivity, distractibility, 
approach or withdrawal, social flexibility, intensity of reaction, sensitivity thresholds, 
mood, and task orientation. These aspects of child temperament have been shown to 
impact the way in which children respond to their environment and also the way in 
which others (i.e., adults) respond to them (Thomas & Chess, 1977). Due to the 
availability of data, this paper will focus on the temperament areas of Task Orientation, 
Social Flexibility, and Reactivity. 
Researchers exploring temperament and interview performance have mostly 
viewed temperament as a secondary construct of interest; the primary focus was on 




Many researchers have studied these associations, but few found significant results: 
Roebers and Schneider (2001) found a negative association between shyness and 
accuracy of recall; likewise, Chae and Ceci (2005) uncovered a negative relationship 
between shyness and recognition memory; Burgwyn-Bailes and colleagues (2001) 
discovered a relationship between social avoidance and increased suggestibility. 
Others have suggested links between increased adaptability and free recall 
(e.g.,mGordon et al., 1993). Shyness, social avoidance and adaptability are all 
dimensions of Social Flexibility. 
Due to limited research findings in relation to disclosure of information and 
child temperament, it is worthwhile reviewing findings about child temperament in 
other social environments that can possibly be applied to a child interviewing context 
(e.g., environments that involve increased stress response and social interaction with an 
unfamiliar adult). Dunn and Kendrick’s (1982) research indicated that children with 
higher scores on Intensity and negative Mood (indicators of Reactivity) exhibited 
increased fear and worry in relation to a stressful experience. Furthermore, Pullis and 
Caldwell (1982) found that teachers monitor children that are higher on Task 
Orientation or lower on Adaptability (i.e., Social Flexibility) less than those who are 
considered less task oriented and more socially flexible. Others have suggested that 
children with an inhibited temperament (i.e., lower on Social Flexibility) are more 
wary/fearful in the company of an unfamiliar adult (Kagan, 1989). While these effects 
have not been tested in an interview situation, increased stress and conversations with 
unfamiliar adults are important contributors to children’s disclosure tendencies. An 
interview environment can raise added emotional challenges that other environments 
may not have. 




wrongdoing. Goodman-Brown and colleagues (2003) found that children are less likely 
to disclose information immediately if they believe they hold some responsibility for the 
wrongdoing. Furthermore, children delay disclosure if they fear negative consequences 
for themselves (Malloy, Brubacher, & Lamb, 2011). 
Children’s temperament has been closely linked to their proneness to guilt 
(Kochanska, Gross, Lin, & Nichols, 2002) and shame (Bafunno & Camodeca, 2013) 
throughout childhood. Considering this background work, it is worthwhile exploring 
how attributions of responsibility for adult wrongdoing relate to children’s 
temperament. 
Current Study 
The present study aimed to determine the roles of supportive interviewing and 
child individual differences, notably temperament and attribution of blame, in relation 
to child disclosure of adult wrongdoing. Children took part in an activity where an adult 
confederate broke rules and engaged in six transgressions. After a delay, approximately 
half the children were spoken to by a highly supportive interviewer and half by a neutral 
interviewer. The number of reported transgressions was recorded, as was teacher’s 
predictions of children’s willingness to disclose. 
Based on previous research, we hypothesised that interviewer support, 
temperament, and age would all be significant predictors of the number of reported 
transgressions and immediacy of disclosure. Interviewer support has been shown to 
increase children’s recall of information and reduce their susceptibility to 
misinformation. Increases in amount and accuracy of information reported, and 
decreases in suggestibility have been observed when children are older, less reactive, 
more flexible, and more task-oriented. We hypothesised that younger children would 




not have the cognitive ability to separate themselves from the adult wrongdoing. 
Furthermore, we expected that the more children attribute responsibility to themselves, 
the more limited their disclosures would be. Exploratory analyses included investigating 
the relationship between temperament dimensions and attribution of responsibility for 
wrongdoing, and teachers’ predictions about children’s disclosure. 
Method 
Sample 
The research was approved by the Deakin University ethics committee and the 
State Department of Education and Early Childhood Development. As part of a larger 
unpublished study, 194 children were recruited from four elementary schools in a large 
Australian city. Schools were recruited by email contact with principals/administrators 
and word of mouth between school staff. Written parental consent and child assent was 
obtained and classes with participating students received $50 each. 
Children took part in pairs in an event with an adult confederate where 
wrongdoing occurred. Three to four days later, interviews were conducted with 169 of 
the children. Children were excluded for having missed the interview, recording failure, 
and communication difficulties. A few months later, teachers completed the Teacher 
Temperament Questionnaire (Keogh et al., 1982) for interviewed children (78% return 
rate). The final sample comprised 132 children (69 males) between 5 and 9 years of age 
(M = 7.26, SD = 1.23). Seventy had been interviewed by a supportive interviewer and 
62 by a neutral interviewer (Msupportive = 7.21, SD = 1.23, 38 males; Mneutral = 7.32, SD = 
1.23, 31 males). There were no significant age [t (130) = .51, p = .61, Cohen’s d = -.09] 







Event. Children participated in pairs in a science event about germ transmission 
and ways to stay healthy, conducted by an experimenter called Mr Science. Prior to 
attending the experiment, children were taken in from their classroom by a research 
assistant who told them two rules: they and Mr Science should avoid touching each 
other’s skin to stop germs being transmitted (see also Dickinson & Poole, 2016) and 
they should not touch the objects in the corner that were hidden under a sheet. The 
children then completed a series of educational activities where Mr Science committed 
six transgressions: uncovering the hidden objects by removing the sheet, looking in the 
cabinet to find a ‘top secret experiment box’, opening the box to find an energy stick, 
playing with the energy stick, holding hands to activate the energy stick, and washing 
hands afterwards to remove germs. At the end of the event, Mr Science asked the 
children not to tell the people he works with that they broke the rules. Teachers were not 
aware of the specific nature of the wrongdoing or event details and were asked not to 
speak to the children about the event upon their return to the classroom until after 
children had been interviewed. 
Interview. Children were interviewed three to four days after the event by one 
of eight psychology students. Interviewers were blind to the aims and hypotheses of the 
current study. Children were firstly invited to report everything they could remember 
from the event using a semi-structured interview protocol similar to that of the National 
Institute of Child Health and Human Development (NICHD) Interview Protocol (Lamb, 
Orbach, Hershkowitz, Esplin, Horowitz, 2007). In addition, interviewers were trained 
about supportive and neutral interviewing behaviours and were required to conduct 
mock interviews to demonstrate their adherence to each condition before conducting 




Children were randomly assigned to interview condition and interviewers. All 
interviewers conducted interviews in both supportive and neutral conditions, depending 
on the condition the child had been randomly allocated to. Interview videos were 
periodically reviewed to ensure faithfulness to their interviewing condition. 
After the rapport-building procedures, children were invited to talk about the 
science event (“I want to know what happened that day. Start at the very beginning and 
tell me everything you can, even the things you don’t think are very important.”). 
Children then received a series of open-ended questions to encourage them to provide 
extra information about the details of the event. The interview ended when the child 
could recall no more. 
Interviews ranged from 6 to 35 prompts (M = 13.89, SD = 4.09) and were 
approximately 15 minutes long. An independent samples t-test revealed no differences 
between children interviewed in the supportive condition (M = 13.91, SD = 3.84) and 
those in the neutral condition (M = 13.87, SD = 4.39) in terms of number of prompts 
given, t(130) = -.06, p = .95, Cohen’s d = -.01 (mean difference -.04, 95% CI [-1.46, 
1.37]). 
Interview conditions. Individual children were pseudo-randomly assigned to 
interview conditions (supportive, neutral), with attempts made to evenly distribute 
children based on age and gender. Supportive interviewers were trained to provide 
encouragement throughout the interview by: addressing the child by name, providing 
positive reinforcement for effort, leaning forward, using appropriate eye contact, 
smiling, and nodding (Bottoms et al., 2007; Davis & Bottoms, 2002; Hershkowitz, 
2009; Quas et al., 2005). Neutral interviewers were trained not to use any supportive 
behaviours, including during the rapport-building phase. They adopted a more business-





Audio recordings of the interviews were transcribed. Three coders 
independently read allocated interview transcripts and recorded the number of prompts 
used by the interviewer, how many of the six transgressions the children reported, at 
what prompt number the children first disclosed any transgression, and the level of 
responsibility a child attributed (to themselves, others, or both) about the wrongdoing 
during the substantive interview phase. 
Identifying transgressions. The number of prompts asked by the interviewer 
and children’s disclosure of transgressions were recorded. The prompt number where a 
first disclosure occurred was also recorded. 
Level of responsibility. Based on the child’s language when reporting the 
transgressions, coders allocated each child to one of three categories: 1) Full 
responsibility; 2) Partial responsibility; and 3) Attributed responsibility to others only. 
Coders recorded the child’s use of “I” (i.e., “I looked under the blanket”), “we” (i.e., 
“We held hands”), “they” (i.e., “They played with the stick”), “Mr Science” (i.e., “Mr 
Science opened the box”), or “[other child participant’s name]” in conjunction with 
disclosure of a transgression. Children who only used “I” to describe involvement in the 
behaviour were coded as taking full responsibility. Children who used both “I” and 
“we” or “Mr Science and I” or the like, were coded as taking partial responsibility. 
Children who only mentioned Mr Science or their partner’s name when reporting a 
transgression were coded as attributing responsibility to others. Children who used 
different terms for different transgressions (i.e., “I” for transgression 1, “Mr Science” 
for transgression 2 etc.) were allocated according to the most predominant response if 





Teachers’ prediction of children’s disclosures. Teachers’ ability to predict child 
disclosure of the transgressions was assessed at the same time they were completing the 
child temperament measures. They were told that Mr Science involved children in a 
variety of activities that a research assistant told the children not to do, and were asked 
if they thought the child, at the interview, would have shared any of the information 
about the things Mr Science was not supposed to do. The possible answers were: Yes, 
immediately, Yes, after questioning, Partially, and Not at all. 
Reliability 
Inter-rater reliability was determined on 20% of the 169 interviews using intra-
class correlations for continuous variables and Cohen’s kappa coefficients for ordinal 
variables. Scores suggested consistent coding for all variables: 1) Number of prompts in 
the substantive phase of the interview (average measure ICC was .99 with a 95% 
confidence interval from .97 to .99, F [1, 25] = 78.58, p <.001); 2) Number of 
transgressions disclosed (average measure ICC was .87 with a 95% confidence interval 
from .72 to .94, F [1, 25] = 7.82, p <.001); 3) Number of prompts to first disclosure 
(average measure ICC was .99 with a 95% confidence interval from .98 to .996, F [1, 
25] = 106.12, p <.001); 4) Level of responsibility attributed by the child (Kappa = .82). 
Disagreements were resolved by discussion. 
Temperament Measures 
Approximately two to three months after children were interviewed, their 
classroom teachers completed the Teacher Temperament Questionnaire (Keogh et al., 
1982; see Appendix A). In two of the schools, classroom teachers were relieved from 
their class by a casual relief teacher so they could complete the questionnaires for 
children in their grade. The return rate for these schools was 100%. For the other two 




to complete the measure and they were posted back to the university with a return rate 
of 56%. This decision was influenced by availability of the teachers and other school 
commitments in the teachers’ schedules. Parents were also sent temperament 
questionnaires to complete but this data was not used due to a return rate of below 20%. 
The Teacher Temperament Questionnaire is the short version of the Thomas & 
Chess' (1977) questionnaire. It comprises 23 items, reflecting an underlying three- 
factor structure of temperament. The internal consistency (Cronbach's alpha) of the 
scales calculated for our sample was satisfactory; these are reported in each subsection 
below. The following three dimensions of temperament were considered: 
The Task Orientation measure (Cronbach’s α = .90) comprising of nine items, 
describes the child’s tendency to persist in a task, along with his or her general 
distractibility. High scores for this measure mean the child has difficulty maintaining 
concentration on a task (e.g., “The child seems to have difficulty sitting still, may 
wriggle a lot or get out of seat”). Low scores would reflect the tenacity and ability to 
stay focused on an assignment. 
The Social Flexibility measure (Cronbach’s α = .75) comprising of nine items, 
refers to the child’s flexibility in social interactions. High scores for this measure may 
indicate that the child is not flexible and very shy, by showing difficulties adapting to 
new situations (e.g., “The child is bashful when meeting new children”). Low scores 
reflect the tendency to approach and quickly adapt to new social situations. 
The Reactivity measure (Cronbach’s α = .82) comprising of five items, provides 
information about the child’s usual intensity of response, as well as the threshold of 
response. Children with high scores on this measure are extremely reactive (e.g., “The 
child becomes very upset in a stressful situation”). Low scores reflect minimal 




Teachers were required to rate each item from 0 (does not apply) to 2 (certainly 
applies) to describe the child behaviour they observe at school; the mean score is 
considered for each scale. A series of independent samples t-tests were conducted to 
check for any potential differences between the child temperament measures in the 
supportive and neutral interview conditions. No significant differences were found (p 
values ranged from .37 to .91). 
Results 
Analyses are presented in four sections. First, preliminary analysis with 
descriptive statistics about individual child factors are presented and potential 
confounds are investigated. Second, hierarchical regression analyses tested whether 
supportive interviewing had an effect on child disclosure tendencies, and whether the 
role of individual child factors (temperament measures and age) were associated with 
the number of transgressions revealed and the timing of a child’s first disclosure. 
Third, the factors affecting the level of responsibility a child attributed to 
themselves or others were explored, as well as their effects on disclosure. Fourth, 
teachers’ perceptions of child disclosure tendencies were investigated and explored in 
the context of child age and individual temperament measures. 
Preliminary Analyses 
Child gender. An independent samples t-test revealed a significant difference 
between females (M = .44, SD = .49) and males (M = .79, SD = .50) in terms of Task 
Orientation, t (130) = 4.01, p < .001, Cohen’s d = .70, mean difference .35, 95% CI [.18, 
.52] with girls shown to be more task oriented. A second independent t-test revealed a 
significant difference between females (M = .44, SD = .34) and males (M = .64, SD = 
.37) in terms of Social Flexibility, t (130) = 3.27, p = .001, Cohen’s d = .57, mean 




significant gender difference was revealed for Reactivity, t (130) = 1.62, p = .11, 
Cohen’s d = .28. In light of these results, we included gender as a variable in the main 
analyses. 
Child age. To assess the relationships between child age and disclosure, 
Pearson’s correlations were carried out. Age was related to the total number of 
disclosures (r = .25, p = .01) and to the rapidity of the first disclosure (r = -.18, p = .04. 
In other words, the number of transgressions children disclosed increased with age, 
while the number of prompts delivered prior to first disclosure decreased. However, 
when conducting Pearson’s correlations on the conditions separately, the relationship 
between age and disclosures was significant for children in the supportive condition (r = 
.28, p = .02), but not neutral condition (r = .20, p = .12). Age was controlled for where 
possible and included as a variable in the main analyses. 
Child temperament. Pearson’s correlations were performed between the three 
individual measures of temperament. As expected, the results showed large significant 
correlations, but with no case of multicollinearity (r ranging between .57 and .60). 
Correlations were also run among the temperament measures and children’s 
disclosures. Social Flexibility was negatively correlated with total disclosures (r = - .28, 
p = .001) but positively correlated with number of prompts to first disclosure (r = .28, p 
= .001). In other words, the higher a child scored on shyness and difficulty adapting to 
new situations, the fewer transgressions disclosed and the longer it took them to talk 
about the wrongdoing. Task Orientation was positively correlated with rapidity of 
disclosure (r = .23, p = .01) meaning that the more able children were to focus on a task 
and to be socially adaptable and flexible, the earlier they disclosed. However, Task 
Orientation was not correlated with total transgressions disclosed. Reactivity was not 




was significantly correlated with number of prompts children received (r = .25, p = 
.004). Hence, the more reactive (i.e., easily upset and stressed) children were, the more 
prompts that were offered by the interviewer. 
Prior to the main analyses, data were screened for assumptions of regression 
analysis. No missing data, outliers, or evidence of non-normality was detected in any 
variables. 
Main Analyses 
Child disclosure tendencies 
Firstly, we noticed that only 16% of the children in our sample disclosed all the 
transgressions, while one out of three did not report even half. 
Individual child factors. A hierarchical regression analysis was performed to 
assess the relative contribution of supportive interviewing and the child temperament 
scales on number of disclosures (Table 8.1). Interview condition was entered in Step 1. 
This model was not statistically significant, F (1, 130) = .23, p = .64 and only accounted 
for 0.2% of the variance. Child gender, age and an interaction between age and support 
condition were entered in Step 2. This model was statistically significant, F (4, 127) = 
2.76, p = .03, and accounted for 7.8% of the variance in the number of disclosures. 
Child temperament measures were entered in Step 3. This model contributed to a 
statistically significant change, F (7, 124) = 3.33, p = .003, accounting for an additional 
7.9% of the variance in the number of disclosures (final R2 = .16). However, Social 
Flexibility was the only significant predictor of the number of transgressions disclosed 





Table 8:1 Hierarchical regression analyses predicting the total number of transgressions disclosed 
 B SE B β 
Step 1 Constant 3.74 .22  
 Support Condition 0.14 .30 .04 
Step 2 Support Condition 0.20 .29 .06 
 Age 0.24 .18 .17 
 Gender 0.40 .29 .12 
 Support*Age 0.19 .24 .10 
Step 3 Support Condition 0.09 .29 .03 
 Age 0.30 .17 .22 
 
Gender 0.09 .31 .03 
Support*Age 0.07 .24 .04 
Task Orientation -0.23 .38 -.07 
Social Flexibility -1.56 .52 -.33** 
Reactivity 0.65 .38 .19 
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.    
 
A second hierarchical regression analysis was performed to assess the relative 
contribution of supportive interviewing and child temperament on rapidity of first 
disclosure (Table 8.2). Interview condition was entered in Step 1, but this model was 
not statistically significant, F (1, 130) = .32, p = .57, and accounted for 0.2% of the 
variance. Child gender, age and the interaction between age and support condition were 
entered in Step 2. This model was also not statistically significant, F (4, 127) = 1.19, p = 
.32, and accounted for just 3.4% of the variance. The child temperament measures were 
inserted in Step 3, and this model contributed to a statistically significant change, F (7, 
124) = 3.23, p = .003, by accounting for an additional 11.8% of the variance (final R2 = 
.15). Task Orientation and Social Flexibility were the only significant predictors of the 
rapidity of the first disclosure, moreover Social Flexibility (sr2 = .05) resulted to be an 
independent predictor of how quickly the child would report transgressions, over and 




Table 8:2 Hierarchical regression analyses predicting the rapidity of the first disclosure 
 B SE B  β 
Step 1 Constant .20. 03  
 Support Condition .03. 05 .05 
Step 2 Support Condition .02. 05 .04 
 Age -.03. 03 -.14 
 
 Gender -.002 .05 -.01 
 Support*Age -.02 .04 -.06 
Step 3 Support Condition .04 .04 .08 
 Age -.04 .03 -.19 
 Gender .07 .05 .13 
 Support*Age .004 .04 .01 
 Task Orientation .11 .06 .22m 
 Social Flexibility .22 .08 .30** 
 Reactivity -.10 .06 -.19 
mp < .06, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.    
 
Level of responsibility attributed by the child. Next, we assessed whether 
being interviewed by a supportive person affected level of responsibility indicated by 
the child while reporting the transgressions. Nine participants did not attribute any 
responsibility (eight children did not disclose any transgressions, one disclosed but did 
not use language that attributed responsibility to anyone). They were removed and the 
following analyses were conducted with the remaining 123 participants. 
Results of a 2 (Condition: Supportive, Neutral) x 3 (Level of Responsibility: 
Full responsibility, Partial responsibility, Attributed responsibility solely to others) 
Pearson’s Chi-square analysis showed that there were no significant differences in the 
attribution of blame between children questioned by the supportive interviewer and 




.43, Cramer’s V = .12. 
Next, a multinomial logistic regression analysis was conducted to explore the 
role of age and temperament on children’s attribution of responsibility during the 
substantive phase (Table 8.3). The model fitting was significant, LRT χ2(8, N = 123) = 
50.95, p < .001. Child age was a significant predictor. Children who took full 
responsibility and who attributed responsibility solely to others were significantly 
younger than those who took partial responsibility. Regarding the temperamental 
measures, only Reactivity contributed to explain the model. Children who took partial 
responsibility were more reactive than those who took full responsibility. 
Lastly, an ANOVA was performed where the three possible levels of attribution 
of responsibility were compared to the behaviour of the children in reporting the adult’s 
transgressions. The results showed a significant difference in the number of violations 
reported by the children based on attribution of responsibility, F (2, 120) = 6.21, p = 
.003, pη2 = .10. This difference specifically concerned the children who blamed Mr 
Science or the co-witness for the wrongdoings disclosed. 
Indeed, they disclosed significantly less (M = 2.85, SD = 1.4) than children who 





Table 8:3 Multinomial logistic regression model of level of responsibility with age and temperament 
measures 
LRT
(%) M (SD) Compa B 
 S.E. W df p 
χ2 Df P rison     
Age 9.46 2 .01 Other (11) 7.13 (1.22) O- F - 0.07 0.08 0.87 1 .35 
    Full (56) 7.48 (1.25) P – F 0.11 0.05 4.68 1 .03 
    Part (33) 7.10 (1.20) P- O 0.18 0.07 6.48 1 .01 
TO 2.04 2 .36 Other (11) 0.51 (0.64) O - F - 0.77 0.88 0.78 1 .38 
    Full (56) 0.59 (0.49) P – F -0.74 0.54 1.89 1 .17 





























    Full (56) 0.53 (0.37) P – F - 0.76 0.75 1.04 1 .31 
    Part (33) 0.54 (0.32) P - O 1.01 1.24 0.67 1 .42 
R 6.03 2 .05 Other (11) 0.49 (0.51) O - F 1.55 0.90 2.97 1 .09 
    Full (56) 0.54 (0.52) P – F 1.30 0.60 4.78 1 .03 
    Part (33) 0.40 (0.52) P - O -0.25 0.80 0.10 1 .76 







Teacher perceptions of child disclosure 
We explored teachers’ perceptions about the likelihood that children would 
reveal Mr Science’s wrongdoings. For each child, teachers were asked whether they 
thought the child would have shared information about the things Mr Science wasn't 
supposed to do. Teachers’ perception surveys were completed for 131 children. 
According to their predictions, about 28% of the children would have disclosed 
immediately, 44% after questioning, 21% would have provided only partial disclosure, 
and the remaining 6% would not have shared any of the information. We collapsed the 
latter two groups due to small numbers. 
Firstly, we investigated which factors could be responsible for teachers’ 
evaluations; in other words, which child characteristics would lead teachers to expect a 
higher or lower proneness to disclose the adult’s wrongdoings. A multinomial logistic 
regression analysis was performed to assess the role of age and temperament underlying 
the teachers’ prediction (Table 8.4). The model fitting was significant, LRT χ2(8, N = 
131) = 55.46, p < .001. Child age significantly contributed to the model. 
Children who were indicated as likely to disclose the adult’s transgressions, 
either immediately or after questioning, were older than those considered unlikely to 
disclose partially or at all. Moreover, all three temperament measures were significant 
predictors. The children classified by the teachers as inclined to disclose immediately 
were rated as more socially flexible than children who were considered unlikely to 
report adult’s violations of rules or expected to report only part of the details, but also 
compared to children who were believed to delay the disclosure. A significant 
difference was also found between these latter groups. Surprisingly, teachers rated 
children who were less persistent and task-oriented as more willing to delay disclosure 




for children in the group expected to disclose immediately were significantly higher 
than those children expected to delay disclosure or those expected to disclose partially 
or not at all. 
Lastly, two ANOVAs were performed to assess whether there were differences 
in the number of transgressions reported and in the immediacy of disclosure across the 
three prediction groups (full and immediate disclosure, partial disclosure, non-
disclosure). Results were not significant, neither for the amount of wrongdoing 
mentioned, F (2, 128) = 1.45, p = .24, np2 = .02 nor for the rapidity to disclose, F (2, 





Table 8:4 Multinomial Logistic Regression model of teachers’ predictions with age and temperament 
measure 
  LRT    (%) M  (SD) Comparison B SE W d f P 





























    Delay (44) 7.68 (1.27) D – Y 0.00 0.05 0.01 1 .94 





























    Delay (44) 0.67 (0.49) D – Y 0.25 0.57 0.19 1 .66 
    No (28) 0.57 (0.54) D – N 1.77 0.69 6.49 1 .01 
SF 40.02 2 < .001 Yes (28) 0.40 (0.36) Y – N -6.65 1.31 25.60 1 < .001 
    Delay (44) 0.53 (0.34) D – Y 2.78 1.05 6.96 1 .01 
    No (28) 0.72 (0.36) D – N -3.87 0.99 15.35 1 < .001 
R 10.13 2 .01 Yes (28) 0.56 (0.57) Y – N 1.82 0.75 5.86 1 .02 
    Delay (44) 0.44 (0.48) D – Y -1.85 0.65 8.20 1 .004 
    No (28) 0.49 (0.50) D – N -0.03 0.64 0.00 1 .97 







The current study offers an investigation of individual differences in child 
disclosure of adult wrongdoing, and their relationship to interviewer support and age. 
Interviewer support has been central to many recent studies with regard to the role it 
plays in children’s disclosure, yet it has not been considered in relation to child 
temperament factors. Similarly, research has explored child temperament in terms of its 
relationship to children’s memory, suggestibility and free recall (Bell et al., 2013; 
Klemfuss & Olaguez, 2018) but not in terms of facilitating disclosure nor the level of 
responsibility children are assuming for their involvement in wrongdoing. Several 
significant findings were evident in the present study that are worthy of discussion. 
Firstly, we noticed that only 16% of the children in our sample disclosed all the 
transgressions, while one out of three did not report even half. There could be several 
reasons why children did not communicate this information. Firstly, children are known 
to be more discrete with disclosures after being cued not tell anyone (Anagnostaki, 
Wright, & Papathanasiou, 2013). It may be supposed that they considered the 
transgressions as a secret to be kept from the interviewer or indeed they may have 
forgotten some of the details of the event. However, these are not the only plausible 
explanations. The results of this study suggest that child age and temperament factors 
play an important role in determining children’s disclosure of adult wrongdoing. 
Interviewer Support and Child Age 
The first objective of the current study was to investigate the role of interviewer 
support on the number and rapidity of children’s transgression disclosures. Surprisingly, 
and in opposition to our hypotheses that interviewer support would be predictive of 
children’s disclosure tendencies, interviewer support alone did not predict any child 




was no significant relationship between the number of prompts asked by the interviewer 
and the number of disclosures revealed by the children. In the present investigation, the 
intervention of the interviewer was not associated with disclosure patterns. 
Our hypothesis (that children’s age would predict disclosure patterns) was only 
partially supported. While correlations revealed a significant relationship between age 
and disclosures, age was not a significant predictor of the number of disclosures (nor the 
rapidity of disclosure). This discrepancy is possibly due to having insufficient statistical 
power to detect this relationship. Nevertheless, as children got older they were found to 
disclose more transgressions and share this information more rapidly. This finding 
supports the notion that a linear relationship exists between age and disclosure in 
elementary school aged children (Hershkowitz, Horowitz, & Lamb, 2005). 
The hypothesis that younger children would attribute more responsibility to 
themselves than to others was partially supported. Indeed, younger children attributed 
blame to themselves, but also to others solely, more often than they attributed shared 
responsibility to themselves and Mr Science together (i.e., “we”). Past research suggests 
that developmental factors contribute to blame-attribution tendencies. For example, 
children are known to feel partially responsible for wrongdoing that occurs (Quas, 
Goodman, & Jones, 2003). In particular, younger children have been found to assume 
greater self-responsibility than older children (Hazzard, Celano, Gould, Lawry, & 
Webb, 1995). This explains the finding that younger children attributed blame to 
themselves but does not explain why they blamed others alone instead of taking shared 
responsibility. It may be more realistic to suggest that younger children view and 
express wrongdoing in concrete terms where either themselves or the perpetrator are to 
blame rather than both being at fault. Additionally, language limitations may have 






As expected, child temperament was predictive of the number of acts of 
wrongdoing children revealed and the rapidity of their first disclosure. However, 
contrary to our hypothesis of all temperament factors being influential, Social 
Flexibility was the only significant independent predictor of number of transgressions 
reported, and Social Flexibility and Task Orientation (marginally) were the two 
significant independent predictors of immediacy of disclosure. The fact that socially 
flexible children were shown to be more forthcoming in their disclosures is not 
surprising as they have previously been found to perform better in interviews with 
regard to recognition memory, free recall, accuracy of recall and suggestibility than 
their less flexible peers (Burgwyn-Bailes et al., 2001; Gordon et al., 1993; Roebers & 
Schneider, 2001). Asendorpf and Meier (1993) posited that shy children may be less 
inclined to exhibit approach tendencies in situations where negative evaluation is likely 
to occur. An interview situation where children may perceive judgment by the 
interviewer if they do or do not disclose is one that may heighten social inflexibility of 
children who are pre-disposed to it. Another possible explanation is that children may 
see the task of disclosing information as a social helping opportunity. It is known that 
socially inflexible children find this type of task particularly intimidating (Beier, 
Terrizzi, Woodward, & Larson, 2017). 
While Reactivity was not related to child disclosure tendencies, it was related to 
interviewers’ behaviours. Interviewers asked more questions of highly reactive children. 
It could be argued that the most reactive children, who get upset easily, tend to give 
shorter answers. However, it raises curiosity about the types of questions that are asked 




been shown to improve interview outcomes and child disclosure (Powell & Snow, 
2007), hence interviewers are encouraged to use this type of questioning. Despite this 
recommendation, Gilstrap and Papierno (2004) found that highly anxious and shy 
children were asked a higher proportion of leading questions. Similarly, Hershkowitz 
and colleagues (2006) found that interviewers asked more intrusive questions and spoke 
prematurely about wrongdoing when children displayed reluctance. Quite possibly, 
interviewers become agitated and reactive themselves and ask more closed (or leading) 
questions to try to rush the disclosure process when children exhibit challenging 
behaviours. Furthermore, children displaying reticence or difficult interview behaviour 
are in need of increased interviewer support (Hershkowitz et al., 2006; Lewy et al., 
2015). If it is true that interviewers become increasingly stressed in response to 
children’s reactivity then it may be to the detriment of eliciting disclosure. Interestingly, 
results also suggest that highly reactive children attribute less responsibility to 
themselves than children who are less reactive. It makes sense that in a highly stressful 
situation a child with heightened emotional sensitivity may be inclined to blame others. 
Attribution of Responsibility 
Children who attributed responsibility to others disclosed fewer transgressions 
than those who shared their responsibility with others or blamed themselves. This 
finding supports previous research that children may not disclose if fearful of the 
consequences for the adult involved (Malloy et al., 2011) but refutes findings that 
children disclose less when they feel responsible (guilt and shame; Goodman-Brown, 
Edelstein, Goodman, Jones, & Gordon, 2003). For ethical reasons, the transgressions of 
the present study were not salient enough to elicit guilt and shame in the children in 
comparison to an abuse situation where these feelings are heightened. Further 




children’s blame attribution tendencies impact their ability to disclose. 
Teacher’s Predictions of Disclosure 
Children who were perceived by their teachers as more likely to disclose Mr 
Science’s transgressions were older than those considered to disclose only partially, or 
not to disclose at all. The teachers’ predictions aligned with our findings that, as 
children got older, they tended to disclose more wrongdoing. Furthermore, the children 
classified by the teachers as likely to disclose immediately were rated as more socially 
flexible than children expected to disclose later, partially, or not at all. This prediction is 
supported by findings that more socially flexible children reveal more information than 
children who are less adaptable to novel situations (Gordon et al., 1993). Surprisingly, 
teachers rated children who were more persistent and task- oriented as unlikely to 
disclose any transgression or to only disclose part of the information, compared to 
children who were expected to delay disclosure. Without knowing the event and 
interview details, teachers may have likened less task- oriented children to more 
reactive children (i.e., known to be more sensitive and impulsive) whom they perceived 
as more likely to immediately disclose. The prediction that highly reactive children are 
more likely to disclose rapidly is aligned with findings that highly reactive children tend 
to overreact in a stressful situation (Dunn & Kendrick, 1982). No relationship existed 
between teachers’ perceptions of disclosure and children’s actual disclosure. This 
finding has similarities to the outcome of a study by Gordon and Thomas (1967) about 
teachers’ predictions of temperament and intelligence. They found that teachers were 
more likely to underestimate the intelligence of students who were less adaptable and 
reluctant to approach new situations (i.e., low on Social Flexibility). It is possible that 
children who are more socially flexible are perceived as more intelligent and more 




Teachers play an important role in the emotional and physical safety of children. 
As one of few trusted adults outside of the family home, teachers have the opportunity 
to develop an intimate knowledge of a child’s experiences. In the case of a child being 
maltreated, teachers often provide a link between families and child protective services. 
In fact, teachers are mandated to report instances of child abuse to child protective 
services and are known to report more than any other profession (Sedlak et al., 2010). 
However, often teachers’ reports are found to be unsubstantiated (King & Scott, 2014). 
This high rate of unsubstantiation indicates that at least some of these decisions to 
report have been inaccurate. The inaccuracy in reporting by teachers makes it of interest 
to understand more about their perceptions of children’s ability to talk about 
wrongdoing. Further research about teachers’ perceptions of children’s responses is 
needed. 
Limitations 
Several limitations must be noted. While some of the transgressions in the 
current study attempted to replicate aspects of a more significant adult wrongdoing 
event (i.e., inappropriate touch in an abuse situation), disclosing forbidden toy play with 
a stranger is very different to revealing abuse, which is often perpetrated by a known 
adult (Finkelhor, Turner, Shattuck, & Hamby, 2015). The emotional salience of an 
abuse situation could heighten feelings of guilt and shame for the child and increase the 
likelihood of known motivational factors being influential on disclosure tendencies (i.e., 
fear of consequences). It is ideal to evaluate factors that facilitate disclosure in field 
interviews; however, it is important to test hypotheses in the laboratory first. A strength 
of our experimental design was the ability to control the details of the event (adults’ 
wrongdoing) by use of a video-recorded standardised procedure. This is impossible to 




making it difficult to determine the accuracy of the child report. Exploring children’s 
disclosure tendencies when the details of the wrongdoing are explicitly known can 
enhance confidence in the accuracy of the findings. 
A second limitation of the research is that it is unknown whether any children 
disclosed immediately to teachers on return to the classroom or to their parents at home. 
Prior disclosure history has been recognized as contributing to the likelihood of 
disclosure in the future (Davis & Bottoms, 2002). However, there are many variables 
that can alter children’s decisions in this regard, including the response of the recipient 
to the disclosure (Easton, 2013). While we were unable to control for prior disclosure to 
other adults, children were instructed not to tell people from the university. 
Additionally, parents and teachers were provided only limited information about the 
event and interview process and were not privy to the details of the event including the 
transgressions. 
A further limitation is the operationalisation and measurement of interviewer 
support. Interviewers were trained in supportive interviewing behaviour and then 
instructed to enact or omit those behaviours depending on the condition to which the 
children were allocated. Many experimental designs utilize this method when 
investigating interviewer support and it is seen to be rigorous enough to produce 
consistent findings in the literature. However, it may have been advantageous to also 
measure the frequency of each individual support behaviour (i.e., nodding, use of 
child’s name, procedural praise etc.) prior to, and directly following, transgression 
disclosures or reluctance to disclose to gain more in depth knowledge of the moment-to-







This study is the first to examine relationships among interviewer support, child 
temperament, and children’s propensity to disclose adult wrongdoing. While 
interviewer support behaviours did not predict children’s disclosure of transgressions, 
child temperament factors were related. Specifically, children’s disclosure tendencies 
were predicted by how socially flexible and task oriented they were, and how they 
communicated blame for the wrongdoing. Additionally, interviewer’s questioning 
behaviour was impacted by children’s level of reactivity. The interplay between adult 
and child behaviours in the interview process is critical to facilitate children’s 
disclosure. Ideally, the support provided by an interviewer, as well as attention to 
individual child characteristics, would act to enhance the goodness of fit (Thomas & 
Chess, 1977) and maximize children’s interview performance. Future research has the 
challenge of identifying interviewer behaviours that can best accommodate children 
whose temperament means that they are less likely to disclose transgressions. A strong 
knowledge of the interplay between child characteristics and interviewer behaviour 
should provide children a more optimal interview environment where children’s 





Chapter 9 : General Discussion 
The overall aim of this thesis was to obtain a clearer understanding of the 
interplay between interviewer behaviours and children’s characteristics in the disclosure 
of sensitive information. The purpose was to extend the research about optimal child 
interviewing practices and to highlight the importance of investigating the interviewer-
interviewee relationship with a dyadic lens. This chapter provides a summary of the 
aims, rationale, and findings from the original studies that comprise the current thesis. 
An overall discussion of the main findings are provided, with a particular focus on three 
prominent interviewer behaviours (support, questioning, non-verbal rapport) as well as 
child temperament and the impact these characteristics have on children’s non-verbal 
behaviour and their disclosure tendencies in an interview environment. A discussion 
about the findings of these research areas and directions for future research possibilities 
are provided. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the overall limitations, 
recommendations and implications. 
This thesis aimed to provide a more comprehensive picture of circumstances and 
factors that enhance children’s reporting competency. The objective was to yield 
information regarding behaviours that interviewers employ to facilitate children’s 
disclosure of sensitive information. Furthermore, information was sought about the 
interplay between interviewers’ behaviour and children’s individual characteristics with 
the ultimate goal to enable mental health professionals that work with children to adjust 
their interviewing behaviour accordingly to meet the needs of individual children. The 
need for this research arose because previous research has heavily focused on barriers to 
children’s disclosure rather than factors that enhance it (Collin-Vezina et al., 2015). 
Furthermore, interviewer behaviours (such as support and rapport) have been 




interview have not been recognised. There is now a need for delineation and 
consistency in the evaluation of interviewer support behaviours (Saywitz et al., 2015). 
Moreover, interviewer behaviours have not been viewed within the dyadic relationship 
that exists with the child. As such, the role of individual child characteristics has not 
been considered. It is imperative that the interplay between interviewer and children’s 
behaviour is held in high regard within the child interviewing field. 
Three original studies were conducted in this thesis. Firstly, as no previous 
research had examined the impact of interviewer support on child disclosure when 
predominantly open questions were asked, a study was designed to explore the 
predictive ability of both interviewer support and open questions on child disclosure 
tendencies. In previous research, both interviewer behaviours have been deemed as 
critical to an optimal child interviewing environment. This step was useful to ascertain 
whether interviewer support facilitated enhanced child disclosure above and beyond 
optimal questioning behaviour. In Study 1, interviewer support was shown to have no 
impact on children’s ability to speak about adult wrongdoing, therefore we hypothesised 
that other factors may be at play. Given the consistent overlap between the 
operationalisation of interviewer support and rapport behaviours in extant research, 
Study 2 attempted to delineate these two behaviours and explore the impact of 
interviewer non-verbal rapport behaviour (in both supportive and neutral interview 
environments) on child interview behaviour, notably; non-verbal behaviour and 
disclosure. While some relationships between interviewer and child non-verbal rapport 
behaviours were evident, interviewer rapport behaviour had no impact on child 
disclosure. Consequently, it was hypothesised that child characteristics may be 
contributing to their disclosure over and above interviewer support. Therefore, Study 3 





9.1 Interviewer Prompts 
Researchers have proposed that open ended questioning is a significant 
contributor to best practice interviewing (Powell & Snow, 2007). The perceived benefit 
of open ended questioning is that it is thought to allow the children to direct the 
narrative and interviewers tend to refrain from excessive talking. This type of 
interviewing has shown to yield positive results in terms of effectiveness of children’s 
narratives (Teoh & Lamb, 2013). Results of Study 1 supported this with findings 
indicating that a higher proportion of open ended questions increased children’s 
propensity to disclose information, particularly for children older than 6 years 7 months. 
In fact, use of open questions by interviewers was predictive of children’s disclosure 
tendencies above and beyond the impact of interviewer support.  
9.2 Interviewer Support 
Researchers have demonstrated the positive effects of supportive interviewing 
behaviours on children’s interview behaviour, notably their resistance to misleading 
questions (Davis & Bottoms, 2002) and overall wellbeing in the interview 
(Almerigogna et al., 2007; Bottoms et al., 2007). However, findings in terms of 
interviewer support facilitating children’s reporting competency are mixed (Blasbalg et 
al., 2018a; Blasbalg et al., 2018b; Hershkowitz et al., 2006; Imhoff & Baker-Ward, 
1999; Lewy et al., 2015). A high proportion of these findings have been elucidated 
when supportive interviewing is compared with non-supportive interviewing rather than 
neutral interviewing (used in our studies). Furthermore, experimental studies have often 
used interviews that involve poor questioning behaviour rather than optimal open ended 
questioning. 
Studies 1 and 3 utilised best practice interviewing closely adhering to the 




predominantly open ended questions. It was concluded from Study 1 that interviewer 
support did not enhance children’s reporting competency either in terms of the amount 
of information disclosed nor the number of adult transgressions revealed. 
This is consistent with past findings in terms of amount of reported information 
(Hershkowitz, 2009; Lewy et al., 2015) and is consistent with suggestions that the 
negative impact of a non-supportive interviewer may outweigh the positive impact of a 
supportive interviewer (Imhoff & Baker-Ward; 1999). Similarly, Study 3 found that 
interviewer support alone did not predict any child disclosure variable nor the level of 
responsibility attributed by children for the wrongdoing that occurred. 
Study 2 explored the impact of manipulated interviewer support (i.e., supportive 
behaviours that are deliberately employed with the purpose of enhancing rapport and 
the children’s interview performance) on displays of child non-verbal behaviour. 
Interestingly, it was found that interviewer support was related to suboptimal displays of 
child nonverbal behaviour – notably children’s expressivity and attention during the 
interview. An explanation for this unexpected finding may relate to the demands of the 
interview context. An adult interviewer automatically assumes a position of power, 
while the child may feel anxious and uneasy about what is expected of him or her. The 
interviewer’s goal to seek disclosure from the child may be in contrast to the child’s 
agenda and the deliberate attempt to employ supportive behaviours may lead to a child’s 
subconscious intention to withdraw from the interaction. An alternative explanation is 
that while support behaviours are thought to facilitate rapport, possibly when 
interviewers ‘try to do them’ they are not acting naturally and it has an adverse effect on 
children’s performance. Obvious conformity - which manipulated support may be - has 





The findings in regards to interviewer support and child non-verbal behaviour 
were in direct contrast to the non-verbal rapport behaviours that were measured 
(specific detail is provided in the rapport discussion below) and highlighted the 
differences between the concepts of rapport and support, and the need for research to 
view these concepts separately. Future research has the opportunity to further delineate 
interviewer support and rapport, recognising the explicit intent of interviewer support 
and the implicit nature of naturally developing rapport. 
9.3 Interviewer and Child Rapport Behaviour 
In contrast to the findings of interviewer support and child non-verbal 
behaviour, Study 2 showed that optimal displays of interviewer nonverbal rapport 
behaviour were mostly associated with optimal levels of child nonverbal rapport 
behaviour. When interviewer expressivity approached optimal levels, so too did child 
expressivity and child attention. Similarly, when interviewer attention became more 
optimal, so too did child attention. Interestingly, supportive interviewing behaviours 
reflective of non-verbal expressivity and attention have often been used as a mechanism 
to build and maintain rapport in an interview (Saywitz et al., 2015). Yet, our results 
demonstrate a direct contrast between the effects of deliberate interviewer support and 
the observed nonverbal interviewer behaviours in terms of outcomes on child non-
verbal behaviour. Findings from Study 2 raise questions as to what other factors occur 
within the interviewer-child interaction to create such a difference. In other words, an 
interviewer can have a list of purposeful, supportive behaviours that are thought to elicit 
positive responses, yet, these do not facilitate this desired effect for all children. We 
speculate that because of individual differences (e.g., child temperament, developmental 
stage, past interview experience, etc.), each child will react to these supportive 




to interviewer behaviours in an interview may be a useful focus for future research. 
In contrast to the positive main effects of interviewer non-verbal behaviour on 
child non-verbal behaviour, findings from Study 2 also showed that as the interview 
progressed, some child non-verbal rapport behaviours became less optimal in response 
to more optimal interviewer behaviours (i.e., interviewer attention and child 
expressivity; interviewer coordination and child coordination). A plausible explanation 
may be that interviewers are deliberately (or innately, in terms of coordination) working 
harder to be attentive and ‘in-sync’ with a child who is exhibiting more challenging 
behaviours. This pattern of interview behaviour was seen by Hershkowitz et al., (2006) 
in terms of verbal behaviour. Their findings revealed that an interviewer’s behaviour 
showed a tendency to be influenced by a child’s difficult behaviour, wherein 
interviewers worked harder to re-engage the child often to the detriment of best-practice 
interviewing (e.g., by using fewer open- ended questions and fewer supportive 
behaviours). Empowering interviewers with an understanding of child disengagement 
cues is an important step to understanding deviations in their own behaviour as a 
response. 
Interestingly, Study 2 outcomes revealed that interviewer and child non- verbal 
behaviours did not relate to the number of transgressions children disclosed about an 
innocuous event. This is in-line with results for interviewer support in Studies 1 and 3. 
In terms of rapport, past research suggests that it is likely to be higher when the 
interpersonal goals of both interactants are in alignment (Lakin & Chartrand, 2003). In 
an investigative interview, a child may know information about wrongdoing that they 
have been told not to share, or are unwilling to share for various reasons such as 
anticipated negative consequences (e.g., Malloy, Brubacher, & Lamb, 2011). Children’s 




to child. Therefore, a child who is eager to tell may be likely to display behaviour more 
indicative of optimal rapport with the interviewer than a child who is reluctant to share 
information. On the other hand, if a child is reluctant to share, but after achieving some 
level of rapport with the interviewer, discloses wrongdoing (despite their initial 
intention to not do so), it would be expected that nonverbal rapport behaviour may drop 
drastically. Disclosing wrongdoing, which is the interviewer’s main purpose when 
trying to establish rapport in the interview, paradoxically disrupts the rapport as the 
disclosure is occurring. Such notions help to explain why manipulated interviewer 
support led to less attention from the child and why an unexpected relationship existed 
between child and interviewer coordination. These ideas go some way to explaining 
why interviewer and child non-verbal behaviour was not related to the number of 
transgressions disclosed by the child. Further exploration of the unique psychological 
processes that exist for both parties in a child-adult interview context and how they may 
relate to interview outcomes for children is critical and advised for a future research 
focus. It may be useful to explore these processes on a moment to moment basis when 
disclosure is occurring. 
9.4 Individual Child Characteristics 
9.4.1 Age. 
Child developmental factors have been a secondary focus of child interviewing 
research with varying conclusions. Generally speaking though, it is commonly agreed 
that younger children are less likely to disclose than older children (Hershkowitz et al., 
2005; Leach et al., 2016). The outcomes from Study 3 supported the notion that a 
positive relationship exists between age and disclosure in elementary school aged 
children whereby as children got older they were found to disclose more transgressions 




motivational factors are at play (i.e., they are more aware of negative consequences of 
telling). Additionally, it is not known how age relates specifically to interviewer support 
behaviours or open questioning. Study 1 attempted to address this research gap finding 
that age significantly moderated the relationship between open questions and the 
number of adult transgressions revealed. Open questions were most influential on 
disclosure when children were above the age of 6 years, 7 months. Furthermore, an 
optimal influence of open questions on children’s disclosure rates occurred at the age of 
8 years and a slight decline was evident as children approached 9 years, 6 months. As 
mentioned, this may be due to older children having a greater understanding of the 
perceived repercussions of admitting rule breaking behaviour. It may have been 
interesting to see if this trend continued as children got older. Future research may use a 
higher ceiling to see if the moderated relationship between open questions and 
disclosure becomes non- significant towards teenage years. 
9.4.2 Temperament. 
Study 3 indicated that child temperament was predictive of the number of acts of 
adult wrongdoing children revealed and the rapidity of their first disclosure. Social 
Flexibility was a significant independent predictor of the number of transgressions 
reported, and Social Flexibility and Task Orientation (marginally) were the two 
significant independent predictors of rapidity of first disclosure. The fact that socially 
flexible children were shown to disclose more readily was expected as they have 
previously been found to perform better in interviews with regard to recall than their 
less flexible peers (Burgwyn-Bailes et al., 2001; Gordon et al., 1993; Roebers & 
Schneider, 2001). Furthermore, it has been suggested that less flexible children may 
have difficulty exhibiting approach tendencies in situations where they perceive 




interview situation as such a situation, and this may heighten the social inflexibility of 
children who are pre-disposed to it. It is also known that socially inflexible children find 
tasks involving social helping particularly intimidating (Beier et al., 2017).  Another 
possible explanation for the findings of Study 3 is that children may see the task of 
disclosing information as a social helping opportunity, and, thus find it an immensely 
difficult task. 
Findings from Study 3 revealed that child temperament was related to 
interviewers’ behaviour. Interviewers asked more questions of children that were highly 
reactive. While it may be plausible to think that reactive children who get upset easily 
might give shorter answers, it also raises curiosity about the types of questions that are 
asked of reactive children. Despite recommendations for interviewers about the use of 
open questioning (Powell & Snow, 2007), Gilstrap and Papierno (2004) found that 
highly anxious and shy children were asked a higher proportion of leading questions. 
Similarly, Hershkowitz and colleagues (2006) found that interviewers asked more 
intrusive questions and spoke prematurely about wrongdoing when children displayed 
reluctance. One explanation is that interviewers may become agitated and reactive, 
asking closed (or leading) questions to try to rush the disclosure process when children 
exhibit reticent or difficult behaviours when in fact these children are in need of 
increased interviewer support (Hershkowitz et al., 2006; Lewy et al., 2015). If 
interviewers become increasingly stressed in response to children’s reactivity, then it 
may be to the detriment of eliciting disclosure of salient information. Interestingly, 
results also suggest that highly reactive children attributed less responsibility to 
themselves than children who are less reactive. It makes sense that in a highly stressful 





9.5 Final Conclusions 
As is the case with all research, this thesis contained a number of limitations. 
Most notably, all three studies used an innocuous event where transgressions comprised 
of forbidden toy play with an adult. While some of the transgressions attempted to 
replicate aspects of a more significant adult wrongdoing event (i.e., inappropriate touch 
in an abuse situation), disclosing forbidden toy play with a stranger is very different to 
revealing abuse, which is often perpetrated by a known adult (Finkelhor, Turner, 
Shattuck, & Hamby, 2015). The emotional salience of an abuse situation could heighten 
feelings for the child that may impact their memory retrieval and overall interview 
performance. However, for ethical reasons, it is important to test hypotheses in the 
laboratory before applying them in field interviews. A strength of our experimental 
design was the ability to control the details of the event transgressions by use of a 
video-recorded standardised procedure. This is impossible to achieve in the field as 
often the exact details of adult wrongdoing are never known, making it difficult to 
determine the accuracy of the child report. Exploring children’s disclosure tendencies 
when the details of the wrongdoing are explicitly known can enhance confidence in the 
accuracy of the findings. Furthermore, findings from similarly constrained laboratory 
studies have translated into like findings in field research (Davis & Bottoms, 2002). 
Another limitation relates to measurement of interviewer support. 
Interviewers were trained in supportive behaviours and then instructed to use or 
omit those behaviours depending on the interview condition to which the children were 
allocated. We recognise that interviewers may have had difficulty employing effective 
support in the support condition, and also, withdrawing support in the non-support 
condition, potentially reducing group differences. Indeed, many professionals who have 




suggestive support. The lack of evidence for group differences may raise caution when 
interpreting the unexpected null results.  To overcome this, we were rigorous in 
undertaking random checks of video footage of interviews to ensure that conditions 
were satisfied. Additionally, many experimental designs utilize this method when 
investigating interviewer support (Davis & Bottoms, 2002; Imhoff & Baker-Ward, 
1999) and it is seen to be sufficiently rigorous to produce consistent findings in the 
literature. Despite this, we recognise that it may have been advantageous to also 
measure the frequency of each individual support behaviour (i.e., nodding, use of 
child’s name, procedural praise etc.) prior to, and directly following, transgression 
disclosures or reluctance to disclose to gain more in depth knowledge of the moment-to-
moment interplay between interviewer support behaviours and children’s disclosure 
patterns. This may have been a useful exercise for non-verbal rapport behaviours also. 
Future research could conduct sequential analyses (i.e., the interaction between each 
interviewer’s prompt and a child’s response) to see the effect of specific support 
comments/nonverbal behaviour on children’s responses and vice-versa. 
Despite identified limitations, this thesis has made a valuable contribution, 
especially to those who undertake research in child interviewing as well as practitioners 
who, in their work with children, require them to talk about sensitive information. 
While current child interviewing protocols are well supported and empirically sound, 
researchers are constantly seeking to update and maintain best practice interviewing 
standards and improving methods that interviewers use to facilitate children’s 
disclosure. This thesis offers some clarity surrounding interviewers’ behaviour and 
children’s individual characteristics that enhance the likelihood of children’s disclosure 
of information, and practical information that can be easily applied to the field. Notably, 
six recommendations can be drawn from the theses’ findings: (i) researchers and 




quality as even when rapport is established it is not always maintained. Temporal 
differences are evident for both child and interviewer behaviours throughout an 
interview and moment-to-moment events, such as disclosure, can impact this 
relationship; (ii) researchers need to be consistent with the measurement of rapport 
behaviours and manipulated interviewer support, with recognition that they are 
independent but interrelated concepts that both impact children’s behaviour in an 
interview environment in different ways, specifically that support is an explicit attempt 
to bring about rapport which is a more naturally occurring phenomenon; (iii) support 
behaviours used to facilitate rapport by interviewers need to appear to the child to be 
naturally occurring for the interviewers rather than appear forced, which can be to the 
detriment of child interview behaviour and the rapport relationship. Support behaviours 
should be adjusted to meet the needs of each individual child; (iv) interviewers should 
be trained in supportive behaviours but the types of questions they ask seem to have a 
greater influence. 
Interviewers must be trained in using open questions and tailor this questioning 
in accordance to children’s age; (v) the need for interviewers to display moderate levels 
of behaviour to enhance an individual’s rapport experience; (vi) researchers and 
interviewers should be aware that the interplay between adult and child behaviours in 
the interview process is critical to facilitate children’s disclosure, particularly child 
temperament. While additional research on these topics is warranted, the 
recommendations broaden the scope for the way current interviewing protocols are 
viewed. 
Ultimately, the current thesis has important implications for children being 
interviewed in a clinical, health or forensic setting. The willingness and ability of 




involve adult wrongdoing. This research has shed light on some of the most appropriate 
ways to interview children to enhance their reporting competencies. 
Ideally, the support provided and behaviours employed by an interviewer, as 
well as attention to individual child characteristics, would act to enhance the goodness 
of fit (Thomas & Chess, 1977) between the adult and child, and maximize the 
likelihood of children revealing sensitive information. If children are interviewed 
effectively, there is likely to be some positive repercussions such as enhanced ongoing 
mental health, intervention by trusted adults, better access to clinical treatment services 
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Content of Teacher Temperament Questionnaire (Keogh,	Pullis,	&	Cadwell,	1982)	
Categories 
0 = doesn’t apply 1 = applies somewhat 2 = certainly 
applies Alphas are shown 1998 1st; 1990 2nd; for task orientation 1994 3rd 
® = recoded 
Task Orientation Scale = .91; .92; .91; high = low task orientation 
1. has difficulty sitting still, wriggles, vacates seat 
2. tries to return to an interrupted activity ® 
3. is easily distracted from an activity 
4. able to sit quietly for a reasonable time ® 
5. can continue at an activity for an hour ® 
6. cannot be distracted when occupied ® 
7. sits still while a story is told, read ® 
8. starts an activity and does nor finish it 
9. attends when others talk or teacher reads to class ® 
Flexibility Scale = .80; .79; high = low flexibility 
1. avoids new activities, prefers to watch 
2. quickly gets over hesitancy in new games ® 
3. seems to have a good time with other children ® 
4. shows minimal reaction when other children takes his/her things ® 
5. begins new activity etc without hesitation ® 
6. takes a long time to be comfortable in a new location 




8. takes a long time to be comfortable in a new situation 
9. 23. enjoys doing little jobs for the teacher ® 
Reactivity = .67; .69; high = sensitive, reactive 
1. is sensitive to temperature, comments 
2. when playing with peers, argues 
3. sensitive to changes in light intensity 
4. over-reacts, gets very upset in a stressful situation 
5. gets annoyed, upset if cannot have or do what s/he wants 
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